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      This is a collection of crime stories written between 2017-2022. Several of them have seen print before: Love Like Blood is a Writing Magazine competition winner; The Switch was a runner-up in the same publication. Bette Davis Eyes, Dark Snow, The Mercy Sleep, and Bodies have been published in digital format before.

      

      Bette Davis Eyes features my police detective Jen Flowers, who has her own series of novels. Dark Snow is an Astrid Snow short story and Ms Snow also has her own series of thrillers, the first of which, Don’t Fear the Reaper is free on all the main digital providers. You’ll find a link to it in the Also by A. S. French section. The Thursday Night Smoking Club and Gentlemen Take Polaroids are the first short stories featuring Detective Inspector Cora Bowie. Someday she’ll get her own novel.

      

      The Mercy Sleep, and Bodies are crimes of the near future - what I like to call Neo Noir.

      

      I hope you find something here to enjoy.
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            Love Like Blood

          

        

      

    

    
      She was dressed to the nines, with a body built to ten. Yet, even from across the room, the heady aroma of her perfume made my brain spin like a ballet dancer hooked on diesel and gasoline. It was a mixture of orange blossom and cinnamon, so sweet it could knock down a person with diabetes at fifty paces. It whacked me over the head before I got twenty yards from her.

      I pushed against the wall to steady my trembling legs, calloused fingers rubbing across faded posters for Halloween discos, heavy metal parties, and fancy dress extravaganzas. Unfamiliar music bounced through the room and filled my ears: it seemed like a bad place to be a good person.

      She lowered her eyes at me slowly until they almost disappeared into her cheeks. Then she raised them again, like a submarine popping above the water, ready to overwhelm the enemy. It would be the first time she tried it on me, but not the last. I’d need a lifejacket more than once in her company.

      Six months and thirteen days after I’d stopped taking my heart medication, that beating, throbbing, purple-veined organ keeping me alive regained its natural vigour. And it was all because of this woman. Valeria was her name, and her presence gripped me like Medusa’s stare. Obsidian black hair cascaded down her head in perfect opposition to her delicate flesh. We met in a nightclub that attracted its frequent share of criminals. Darkness descended upon the city as a fine drizzle murmured in the ether, and I slipped into an empty booth. The aroma of strong alcohol assaulted my nostrils, forcing my nose to twitch.

      The yellow tape dangling from the ceiling reminded me of a crime scene, and the punters dressed like rejects from a 1950s science fiction movie added to the strange aura surrounding me. Some terrible music created by a hundred monkeys sitting in front of a hundred sets of drums bounced off the walls. The plastic of the cubicle squeaked against my legs as I sat, nipping the back of my flesh as I settled into discomfort. I contemplated the new bruise I was about to acquire when I noticed her staring at me.

      At first, I hadn’t realised who she was, sitting away from everybody else, serene in her splendid isolation, but she must have been watching me for some time. She was the opposite of demure, grabbing hold of my hand and pulling me onto the dance floor. Valeria pressed against me as an unknown melody whisked around our heads. The smell of desperation and desire lingered in the air.

      Valeria squeezed her body against mine. Her dress was all shiny green and red like a Christmas cracker, daring me to tear it open.

      ‘You’re taller than you looked from a distance,’ she said.

      The words flew from my mouth. ‘I hang from the ceiling every morning.’

      Her smile was a supernova in the black hole of the club. ‘That must be why you have such strong arms.’

      The shadows hid her exquisite features as she dragged me into the ladies’ toilets and thrust her tongue between my aching lips. A passion was burning in her that was impossible to resist as I failed to quell my longing. As Valeria slipped her hands inside my clothes, she knew she held my heart and soul in her fingers.

      We’d been together for two weeks when it happened. Her whole body quivered, and she smiled at me as if I was the most important person in the world.

      ‘I want you to murder my husband.’

      The words crawled from vermillion lips. Sensuous, molten, skin-burning life seeped out of her. It was all I could do to stop my feeble flesh from melting onto the floor. Valeria repeated the request, desire dripping from every word.

      ‘Poison him, and we’ll never be apart.’

      She made it sound simple as I sank into her arms. Simple and dangerous; how difficult would it be to murder the mayor of the nation’s biggest city?

      The air was thick, wet, steamy and filled with the bouquet of orchids near our heads. I’d brought them for Valeria, knowing they were her favourites, along with the taste of champagne and the touch of trembling flesh. I’d done everything she’d asked of me, and now she wanted me to kill her husband.

      Security was with him everywhere, the media not far behind. It was minimal for Valeria, so it was easy to shake them and retreat to discrete hotels or a cabin in the woods. The wind pounded at the windows as the alcohol crushed my skull. The buzz in my veins, the blood pumping around me like hopheads gyrating at a disco, made me euphoric and alive. She’d transformed me into a zealot for murder in such a brief time.

      ‘How would I do it?’ I said.

      ‘There must be drugs that kill and leave no trace?’ I caressed her back as the words washed over me, mesmerised by the flawless contours of her skin. ‘Something that would make it seem like a heart attack.’ Her voice never wavered until my hand wandered to her thigh. ‘Or maybe an overdose. The media’s lies about us being addicts could prove useful.’ Valeria was cold, calculating, and callous; her flesh inflamed my senses. ‘You must know plenty of drug dealers?’

      She rolled her tongue around the tattoo of the green dragon on the lower half of my abdomen. Later, as I watched her slip into her dress, I considered a foolproof plan for getting away with murder.

      But did I have the nerve for it?

      ‘What happens when I have the drugs?’ I guessed she’d planned this for a long time. Her reply was faster than a speeding bullet.

      ‘You’ll give it to him at our cabin in the country next week. It’s our anniversary, and security will be minimal, so I’ll get you in through the back door. You only need to find the merchandise, my sweet.’ She was tenacious in her prompting.

      I watched her roll the stocking up her right leg, her fingers smoothing the material over her knee. I savoured her beauty and considered how many other sweeties had gone before me. It mattered for nothing; I had my desires to satisfy.

      My life as a computer hacker meant I had the time and the secure resources to find what we needed, leaving no digital trace. The list of drugs to use was endless, but I decided on ketamine. Its effects were well documented: a low dose of between ten and seventy-five milligrams would create euphoria. A medium shot, between sixty and one hundred milligrams, and in less than ten minutes, you couldn’t move. A larger number of one hundred to two hundred and fifty milligrams would produce a near-comatose state. Anything over two hundred and fifty milligrams, and you were unconscious. We settled on using five hundred milligrams.

      It was easy enough to pick up the amount needed, selecting four different dealers who were happy to accept my money.

      After our next encounter, I expressed my fears to her, the volcanic intimacy bringing my bravery searing to the surface.

      ‘Won’t this look strange, him having so much?’

      She swatted my concerns away as if they were gossamer flies in a hurricane.

      ‘It’ll be experimentation gone wrong, or an accident born through risk-taking.’

      Our mayor was renowned as a risk-taker, one reason for his meteoric political rise. Valeria crushed my doubts with her magnetic gaze. She was correct; this could work.

      She drove us to the cabin the night before their anniversary. We’d have time to plan, and to be alone.

      Valeria gazed at me through emerald eyes. ‘Fate brought us together.’

      She believed in karma. I focussed on my fortitude. We stood outside, gazing across the lake as the silver reflection from the moon sliced the water in half. Somewhere behind us, overexcited birds sang a serenade to the dying light. We had a few more hours in perfect solitude. I took her hand in mine, intertwining our fingers in synchronised unison. We rolled onto the damp grass and explored each other for the last time before our lives changed forever.

      Sometime later, we were back inside. ‘Let’s go over the plan again.’

      We lay beneath the bed covers like teenagers deceiving their anxious parents. I needed to stamp the details into my consciousness, something to calm my addled brain.

      ‘The first thing he’ll demand is a drink.’

      ‘He’ll want alcohol?’ It surprised me.

      ‘He needs it before he can do anything. So while he’s having that, I’ll lead him into the living room, and you follow behind and inject the drugs. Then you’ll go back upstairs while I call security.’ It was minimal and precise.

      He arrived at seven in the evening, sending his guards out beyond the main gates until he needed them and coming into the house as Valeria poured him a drink. I crouched on the top of the stairs, hidden in the shadows, a syringe of ketamine in each hand; the first to incapacitate, the second to kill.

      I watched as she gave him his drink, bending to kiss him on the cheek. Excitement and fear coursed through my veins, nervous anticipation triggering palpitations in my chest.

      She took his arm while I crept down the stairs. Valeria whispered something into his ear, and a smile of expectancy danced across his face. I reached the bottom as she led him to the antique fireplace. As he enjoyed another sip of his drink, she glanced behind to ensure I stood where she wanted me, smiling in my direction before returning her gaze to him.

      ‘You know I’ve always loved you.’

      Afterwards, I couldn’t remember which one of us said that.

      I plunged the first syringe into the right arm. The effects were instantaneous; shoulders slumped, legs trembling, the body collapsing as the brain lost control.

      I caught Valeria before she hit the floor and laid her at the feet of the man she’d conspired to kill.

      ‘Whhhhh…’

      Valeria’s last words struggled to take form and only just escaped those beautiful lips.

      ‘Why?’ I took her hand in mine as life slipped from her.

      ‘Because now it’s my turn to be the Mayor’s wife.’ I showed her the second needle and injected the dose into her arm. ‘I’ve loved him longer than you have.’

      As I let her go and wrapped my arms around his waist, I caught sight of my reflection in the ornate Victorian mirror hanging on the wall above me. I made a mental note to get my hair done for our wedding. Of course, we’d have to wait a year, but what was another twelve months in pursuing my childhood dream?

      Valeria slumped to the floor, those purple lips turning cold in the half-light.

      And I finally had the man I loved.
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      Desperation was my beat.

      And fear held my hands every day. This was why I knew I had to steal the only thing that could save me.

      It would be the biggest job I’d undertaken, to grab something so important: to take a life to preserve my own. In my ancient past, when I’d had a home, an occupation and a wife, I’d read an article claiming somewhere on the planet we all possessed a doppelgänger. I’d dismissed it as eloquent nonsense and never thought of it again until I ran into mine.

      Five years of living rough and every day was a struggle. It was half a decade of searching for food and water, sheltering from the elements, avoiding abuse from the public, dealing with harassment from the police, and confronting violence from your fellow homeless citizens. The worst of these had christened themselves the Kings of the Streets.

      The Kings always sought those below them in the pecking order to take anything and everything valuable to them. If you had nothing, then they’d enjoy themselves with a bit of torture. They had particular favourites for this, of which I was one. I was fleeing from them when I stumbled around the corner and into the arms of Charles Foster Marlow.

      We fell and thrashed across the pavement, squashed into each other’s bodies like two strangers regretting their heated one-night stand. As I lay on top of him, our faces only a few inches apart, I sensed his shock at being bundled to the ground. My brain also froze, seeing that doppelgängers existed, and mine was cursing into my face.

      His hair was immaculate, cut short and neat. Mine was long, down below my shoulders, and unwashed for more than a year. His face was blemish-free and smelt as if the most expensive moisturising creams glided across that perfect skin at least twice a day. I had twelve months of beard obscuring my haggard looks. He was incapable of recognising our mutual appearance, like an ape unaware of its shared ancestry with humans.

      As he screamed obscenities at me, I stood and ran under the bridge over the river. Once there, I found a place in the shadows where I examined the treasure I’d stolen from my doppelgänger. His wallet was full of credit cards, medical details, a home address and even his identity card for work: a partner in one of the city’s largest firms of lawyers.

      These last five years, I’d waited for one chance to turn things around; for that single opportunity to get my life back on track. And here it was.

      The prospect of committing cold-blooded murder was not something I took lightly, but my existence as a homeless person was already teetering on a dangerous precipice. If the Kings didn’t end my existence soon, the lifestyle would.

      So it was an easy choice to make.

      While my prey was reporting his stolen wallet and cancelling his credit cards, I went and sat in the dark across from his home. I observed him follow the same weekly pattern: Monday to Friday; he left for work at seven in the morning, returning at six in the evening. At the weekend, he visited the same exclusive nightclub, the Mosley. Each trip ended with him at a different woman’s residence.

      His work routine was intense, but he took an hour for lunch. He decamped to the cafe across the street and ordered scrambled eggs, two slices of toast, four rashers of bacon, and a single artisan sausage. All washed down with strong tea, in which he plopped three large sugar cubes.

      It was a solitary period for my doppelgänger, apart from the newspaper he took with him. Marlow would study every piece of text on those pages, always ending with the crossword. He would leave the paper behind after finishing his meal, and when I got the chance, I’d go to the empty table and grab the discarded newsprint. The staff must have thought me another rough sleeper, desperate for something to keep me warm, but I had to immerse my mind in the same things he’d read. I knew by then I wanted to be him.

      I needed to be him.

      It was early Saturday when I sat outside the flat of my doppelgänger’s latest squeeze. I just had to wait for him to follow his usual procedure; leave between three and four in the morning, have a cigarette, and then phone for his taxi.

      I waited two hours until he stepped into the gloom. As he lit his expensive lighter, I moved into the flickering illumination. He stared right through me, seemingly still intoxicated by his recent cocktail of sex and booze. I transmitted a sense of urgency into his brain by shoving his stolen wallet into his vision before snatching it away again and striding into the alley.

      As he cursed behind me, I gripped the knife in my pocket. Fifty yards into the narrow shadows, his alcoholic breath warmed the nape of my neck. He tried to say something to me, but I closed my mind to all sounds, swivelled on my feet, and thrust the blade straight into his Adam’s apple. I removed the knife and then pushed him into the pile of rubbish strewn across the ground. I stepped back as the liquid gushed out of him like one of those fine wines I used to enjoy.

      As I held the knife, he struggled to speak, the blood already congealing in the wound. His body thrashed against mine as I removed his clothes, beginning with the jacket and shirt, before too much blood stained them.

      I ensured the house keys and new wallet were there before stripping him of shoes, socks, trousers and underwear. He was still gurgling something when I lifted him and dressed him in the rags I’d been wearing for the best part of a year, resting his head on the ground when his words escaped the river of blood choking him.

      ‘The children.’

      Maybe he had kids, after all? That would be problematic.

      ‘I’m sorry,’ I said. ‘This can’t wait.’

      I retrieved the can of gasoline from where I’d placed it earlier and poured it over him, concentrating on his face and hands. I headed back to the street when the match landed on his saturated chest and he burst into flames. There were screams, but I didn’t hear them; living on the streets, you get used to drowning out the surrounding noises. I walked a couple of miles before using his phone to call a taxi to take me to my new home.

      It wasn’t long before I opened the door and stepped into the house. It was neat and smelt of lemongrass air freshener. I switched the TV on to a news channel and then got his laptop to check the internet. I thanked my doppelgänger for keeping all of his passwords in his wallet.

      The headlines flickered across the TV while I went upstairs to run a bath; a year’s worth of dirt needed scrubbing from my skin. I found scissors in the bathroom and hacked at my hair, and my face enjoyed the luxury of an expensive shaving kit. After an hour, I went downstairs to check the news. It was too early in the morning for any reports, so I left the screens blaring and returned to bed.

      It was noon when I woke. Standing in the shower, I recalled the next part of the plan: phone his work on Monday, go on long-term sick leave, quit the job, and sell the house.

      There was mild panic in my heart as I got dressed, and I thought I heard voices downstairs; breathing normally again when I realised the TV was still on. A quick scan through the news channels revealed nothing about last night. No matter how grotesque, the death of another homeless person was meaningless to the masses.

      I switched the set off and readied myself to explore my new abode when those human sounds came again, this time from beneath my feet. I strode into the kitchen, searching for an exit to a basement, but found nothing. Then I remembered seeing a study opposite the living room. The voices got louder as I made my way there.

      The man I’d switched lives with had crammed books and yellowing newspapers everywhere, but at the far end, hidden away, I saw another door. I tried the handle, but it was locked, forcing me back into the living room and grabbing the house keys.

      One of those fitted the lock, and it turned. I pushed it open and located the light switch. The crying grew louder as I walked downstairs, my heart beating faster as I stared at the two girls chained together on the floor. Horror and confusion possessed me when the sound of a crashing door burst down the stairs. When the uniformed officers stormed down the steps, three of us cried together.

      

      My lawyer informed me later that a neighbour heard the TV blaring all night and got worried, so they called the police. A search of the house uncovered enough disturbing material to warrant them to dig up the basement floor, where they found the bodies of ten others.

      The trial was short, my sentence long.

      My cell door was unlocked as my fellow prisoners gathered outside.

      I closed my eyes and dreamt of the open streets once again.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Thursday Night Smoking Club

          

        

      

    

    
      Jodie sucked on the cigarette, holding in the smoke for an eternity. She kept it there as she gazed at the others, her only friends in the world, the Thursday Night Smoking Club.

      Leaving home for university had been scary but necessary. It had been a relief to get away from her past.

      ‘You’ll be back in six weeks,’ her father had screamed at Jodie as she climbed into the taxi.

      She held the cigarette up to the moon and watched the fire burning against the giant grey orb hanging over her head.

      Well, it’s been six months, Dad, so screw you.

      ‘You’re nothing but a failure,’ her older sister had told her when she’d said she was leaving and going to university.

      And look at her now – top in her year group and with a bunch of mates sticking it to all the fuckers who’d said smoking was a terrible thing that would rot her insides and make everyone avoid her. But people had been avoiding Jodie all her life, so what difference did it make now? Especially when she had seven others who shared her habit. She stared at her fellow rebels, four young men and three young women, advertising their insurgence to the world.

      Jodie knew smoking was her form of rebellion, but she didn’t care. When her parents had been her age, they’d rebelled through wearing the wrong clothes or listening to the wrong music. But that was all gone now. Nobody cared what teenagers wore or listened to unless they were some old right-wing nut jobs howling against change.

      Sure, she could do some proper rebellion by joining one of those groups who protested against capitalism, or big business, or the destruction of the environment, but they were all so serious, and she wanted some fun first. There would be plenty of time to put the world to rights after she’d got her degree and left university.

      And the Thursday Night Smoking Club was where she’d met Paul. That was worth every cough and bad taste in her mouth.

      Jodie watched him with the others, loving his long dark hair and movie star good looks, his athleticism and the way his tight muscles squeezed against his shirt. He was clever and funny as well. And great in bed. Jesus, she ached every time she looked at him.

      But it was a different ache now. Now the agony was in her heart. A pain only lessened by the knife she had inside her jacket.

      ‘Are you coming, Jodie?’ he shouted at her.

      Only yesterday, his smile would have warmed every part of her, but now it only increased the lava flowing through her veins.

      Which one of those tarts is he cheating on me with?

      She glared at those she’d thought were her friends, calculating how to get back at them for betraying her. If he hadn’t left his phone near the bed while showering, and if she hadn’t picked it up and looked through his texts, she never would have known about his deception. She put one hand on her jacket and took comfort from the blade resting against her heart.

      Beth, Angie or Cathy?

      The messages hadn’t given it away, all from an unknown number, all saying how much they loved fucking him.

      My so-called friends.

      ‘Come on, Jodie,’ Beth shouted. ‘Mark’s brought booze with him. We’re going to party by the river.’

      She glanced at the moon, convinced it was sitting right on top of her head, and that was the weight pushing against her brain.

      Maybe she’d have to punish them all.
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      Cora Bowie got out of the car and saw the neighbour waiting for her. She’d left work early for once to come home to surprise her husband, but it had been a terrible day, and the last thing she wanted was another argument with Gormless George.

      ‘The mutt was barking all day again.’

      She peered at the yellow stains on his teeth and smelt the sweat seeping off him.

      ‘Did that stop you from getting a shower, George?’

      He waved a wrinkled finger at her. ‘Just because you think you’re important doesn’t mean you can get away with this. That dog barks constantly. It’s not only me complaining. All the neighbours think the same. So I’m going to write to your boss.’

      Cora put the key in the door. ‘If you need any help with the big words, let me know.’

      She stepped into the house and closed the door. The dog was waiting for her, a whippet with large eyes filled with dependence on her. She stroked the dog’s head and went into the kitchen. She opened the fridge and removed the sausages leftover from yesterday. The hound peered at her as if she was the most powerful thing in the world – and she guessed for it she was. Cora bit into the cold meat before placing the plate on the floor. She watched the dog rifle through the dead pig, remembering when she first got the hound.

      ‘What are you going to call her?’ her husband Robert had said.

      ‘No names for pets,’ she’d said.

      That was what her father had taught Cora.

      ‘If you give them names, you get attached to them. Then, when you have to get rid of them, it hurts you. So no name means no attachment means no pain.’

      The whine of his voice echoed inside her brain, the image of his thick eyebrows consuming most of his head. Every time she’d looked at him, Cora imagined a giant caterpillar about to eat her face.

      ‘No name means no attachment,’ she heard again in her father’s voice.

      If it hadn’t been for mother, I’m sure he wouldn’t have given me a name either.

      It was the same for each pet they’d had, all the cats and dogs, even the hamsters and rabbits. The last one she remembered was the puppy her father took from the house as she watched him climb into the truck he drove for work, grinning at her as the dog cried and he left. That puppy never came back, but unfortunately, he did.

      ‘You’re okay, aren’t you, dog?’ she said as she grabbed a beer from the fridge. She flipped the top off, swigging half of it down her throat, letting the chill warm up her heart as she tried to forget about him. She’d always assumed his dislike of her had started with her name. He’d wanted to call her Catherine, but her mother won with Cora.

      On Cora’s tenth birthday, her mother gave Cora a book about contraception. Then, in front of her friends and their parents, she said her pregnancy was the worst time of her life. And that it had got no better since. Then she fell headfirst into the cake.

      The memory of it made Cora’s belly rumble. She was wondering where Robert was when she heard the noise upstairs.

      He spent all his time there, buying and selling things online in the spare room. It was nothing as exciting as stocks and shares – Cora wouldn’t mind him spending time doing that because at least they might have some cash from it – but he was dealing in comics, and she couldn’t see herself taking early retirement because of that.

      And it wasn’t just the comics. She’d seen him make serious money off some of them – thousands of pounds profit from a single issue – but then he went and spent what he’d made on stupid things like superhero statues or badly drawn artwork. And the art was always of nubile young women with impossible breasts and very little clothes.

      She swigged on the beer and trudged upstairs, wondering what tacky film he was watching. But even as she pushed the bedroom door open, she knew it was no movie.

      It was the woman’s back she saw first, the ripples of pale flesh and the giant backside going up and down on him like a jackhammer. It was a scene from a homemade porn movie, with two middle-aged, overweight grunts grinding against each other, oblivious to anything around them.

      Cora nearly gagged on the stink in the room, transfixed by the pleasure on her husband’s face as neither of the bodies on her bed realised she was there. It was the grunting that snapped her mind into focus. Then her first thought was to use the bottle as a weapon.

      I can smash it against the back of the woman’s head and watch the booze swim down her corpulent arse.

      Then she had a better idea. She put the beer on the sideboard and grabbed one of Robert’s prized figurines, a six-inch ceramic model of Spider-Man.

      It looks like the skank enjoys having six inches.

      Cora felt the weight in her hands, considering what she was about to do. Then she hefted it into the skull of the blonde fucking her husband on her bed.

      There was a satisfying smack of Spider-Man into human flesh. The woman screamed and went flying. Robert must have been still inside her as he went as well, screaming even louder than his skank.

      They hit the floor and then the wall; two bodies entangled as one, flailing and shouting like a grotesque monstrosity from that movie, The Thing.

      Cora replaced the statue on the sideboard and glanced at the pair of scissors near the bed.

      I could kill them both and claim it as a crime of passion. Or does that only work in France?

      She was considering that when her mobile rang.

      Fuck!

      Work was the only people who called her.

      Robert dragged himself from the moaning woman and glared at his wife as Cora answered the call. He stopped screaming, but she was whimpering on the carpet.

      ‘Okay,’ Cora said. ‘I’ll be right over.’ She put the phone away and smiled at the bodies on the floor. ‘Make sure you’re gone before I get back. And leave the dog.’

      Spider-Man’s decapitated head gazed at her as she stepped out of the bedroom, went downstairs, left the house, and got into the car. She reached into the glove box and removed the portable blue siren. Then she switched it on and stuck it onto the roof before driving away.

      A copper’s work was never done.
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      By the time she arrived at the crime scene, Cora had realised some of the skank’s blood and hair were on her hand. She wiped it off as she stepped out of the car, striding to the forensic team and uniformed officers ahead of her.

      ‘Detective Inspector Bowie, how nice of you to join us.’

      Cora smiled at DI Rose Wilson, the latest partner the Chief Constable had foisted onto her. Cora’s hate for her husband was only matched by her loathing for Detective Inspector Wilson.

      ‘I only finished a ten-hour shift less than an hour ago. Then, when I got home, I discovered my husband fucking one of the neighbours in my bed.’

      Wilson said nothing while the two uniformed police constables and random Scene of Crime Officers stood there open-mouthed.

      Then Wilson spoke. ‘I hope you made him change the sheets before you left.’

      Cora wished she’d brought the ceramic Spider-Man with her as she strode past Wilson and to the nearest PC.

      ‘What do we have?’

      ‘The victim is by the river, ma’am. Forensics has finished, and they’re waiting for you and DI Wilson before removing the body.’

      Cora nodded, following the constable to the water, noticing the group of teenagers talking to more officers near the collection of police vehicles and an ambulance. She knew Wilson was behind her, but she focused on the victim lying in the mud and the grass.

      One of the few colleagues she got on with, SOCO Adam Greenfield, was waiting for her by the body.

      ‘It’s not a pretty sight, Cora.’

      He lifted the plastic covering the body so Cora could look at the blood obscuring the throat.

      ‘The victim is eighteen-year-old Jodie Stone,’ DI Wilson said.

      Cora stared at the large knife in Jodie’s right hand. ‘Suicide?’

      ‘It looks like that,’ Greenfield said. He glanced behind him at the group of teenagers. ‘I guess you’ll have a better idea when you speak to them.’

      DI Wilson rubbed at her hands. ‘Let’s get them to the station. It’s freezing here.’

      Cora bent her knees to get closer to Jodie. The smell of blood was so strong it obscured the stench drifting off the chemical factory on the other side of the river.

      ‘Can you clean the blood from the wound?’ she asked Greenfield.

      He did, and she knelt on the ground, feeling the wet grass seeping through her trousers. She gazed at the wound, noticing how it was deeper at one end than the other.

      Greenfield helped her up, and the touch of his skin sent a shiver of electricity through her.

      When was the last time somebody other than Robert had touched me?

      Robert. All she could think about was that arse bouncing up and down on him while he grinned like a demented pervert.

      ‘Do you want to come to the autopsy?’ Greenfield said.

      Cora looked at him, noticing how blue his eyes were.

      ‘You’re doing it now? I thought you were backed up with corpses?’

      He smiled at her. ‘That’s just the way I’m standing, DI Bowie.’

      She stared at his smile, and all she could see was Robert’s grin underneath that pasty tub of lard straddling him.

      ‘Send me the details when you have them. I need to talk to those kids.’

      DI Wilson scampered after Cora as she strode towards the teenagers.

      ‘You saw something, didn’t you, Bowie, on the body?’

      She ignored her partner, so Wilson grabbed her arm. Cora stopped and glared at her.

      ‘Do you want me to break your fingers, Rose?’

      DI Wilson let go and held her hands up.

      ‘Hey, I’m sorry, but if you’ve got something, you should tell me. We’re partners.’

      Cora turned her back on the other woman and approached the officer standing with the teenagers.

      ‘What’s the story?’ she said to the PC.

      ‘There are eight of them, ma’am.’ He glanced at the forensic team bringing Jodie Stone from the river. ‘Sorry, there were eight of them. They are all students at the university, and they formed a group called the Thursday Night Smoking Club. They came out here for a party tonight.’

      ‘And the victim was with them?’

      ‘Yes,’ the officer said. ‘She left the others to go for a pee, they said, and then they found her by the water.’

      ‘Who discovered her?’

      The PC nodded to the tall, athletic, handsome bloke in the middle.

      ‘The boyfriend, Paul Castle.’

      ‘Thanks,’ Cora said as she went to the teenagers.

      ‘Can we leave now?’ a skinny girl with a crucifix through her nose said. ‘It’s freezing out here, and your mates won’t even let us have a smoke.’

      ‘Be my guest,’ Cora said.

      They stared at her as if she was joking or as if it was a trick. That lasted for about sixty seconds before they passed the packet around and lit up.

      That’s when she knew which of them had killed Jodie Stone.

      Cora pointed at the cigarettes. ‘Can I have one?’

      The boyfriend gave her the packet. He held out the lighter, and she sucked through the fag and into the flame.

      ‘You better be careful, officer. The whole world hates smokers now.’

      She felt the death stick warm her face as she spoke to the group.

      ‘Did Jodie kill herself?’

      Two girls sobbed while one lad put his head in his hands.

      ‘Her dad came to see her yesterday,’ Castle said. ‘He caused a big scene in the halls of residence, and I know she was upset by that. He threatened to drag her home.’

      Cora enjoyed the smoke settling at the back of her throat.

      ‘Why would he do that?’

      He shrugged. ‘I don’t think he liked her mixing with riff-raff like us.’

      ‘Was she troubled by anything else?’

      A redheaded girl stepped forward. ‘Jodie was under a lot of pressure with her studies; she told me that. So I know it was getting to her.’

      Cora watched them all, wondering how many of them were complicit in the murder of their friend.

      ‘Okay, you’ll all have to come back to the station to give statements.’

      They groaned in unison.

      ‘Can’t we do it tomorrow?’ Castle said.

      Cora shook her head. ‘I’m afraid not.’ She waved the cigarette packet at him. ‘Can I keep these? I left mine at home when I caught my husband fucking the neighbour.’

      She left them all gobsmacked as she went to Greenfield. DI Wilson was standing next to a police car, scowling at her.

      ‘Have you changed your mind?’ Greenfield said.

      ‘No,’ she said. ‘Have they bagged the knife?’

      He nodded. ‘Did you want to look at it?’

      ‘Nope.’ She watched them load the body into the ambulance. ‘When you check the wound, you’ll find her throat was cut from right to left.’

      ‘You think the killer was left-handed?’ he said.

      ‘That’s what the wound was telling me.’ She dropped the packet of cigarettes into an evidence bag. ‘You’ll also discover fingerprints on here that match those on the knife.’

      Greenfield whistled. ‘You know who did it?’

      She turned to look at the remaining members of the Thursday Night Smoking Club.

      ‘Who’s the only left-handed one in that group?’

      He scrutinised the teenagers. ‘The tall, good-looking guy they’re all admiring.’

      ‘I don’t know how many of them were involved, but he’s our killer.’

      She left Greenfield and returned to her car. Cora got inside, glad she wasn’t a teenager anymore, contemplating what a shitty day it had been.

      Then she thought of Jodie Stone and knew it could have been worse.

      At least I still have the dog.

      Husbands are a dime a dozen, but good dogs are hard to find.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Hanging on the Telephone

          

        

      

    

    
      The first ransom demand arrived as the waiter handed me the drinks menu, the text bouncing into the Facebook message box like a drunk on a trampoline.

      You have one hour to transfer the money, or your husband dies

      I ordered the most expensive bottle on the list and scanned the entrées. The second message was a photograph of a body tied to a chair, a bloodstained bag over the head, and hands nailed to the wood. A vast malevolent pain crept through my guts. I chose the garlic scallops and chorizo as the wine arrived. Twitter notifications consumed the front of the phone. I flicked through the account as I sipped at the sweet redness.

      You’ll spend the rest of your life alone

      You covet wealth more than you respect people

      His death will be your fault

      The first one had two retweets, while the second had five likes. I glanced away from the screen to look around me, noticing that each table had customers ignoring their expensive food with heads buried in their digital screens. The phone vibrated as more photos arrived on the Instagram account. A close-up of hands, a wedding ring smashed into pieces, pools of blood congealing on the floor, and tear-filled eyes.

      I turned the device over as the waiter brought the entrée. The scallops smelt sweet and tasted of the ocean as they split between my teeth and swam down my throat. The chorizo had an aroma of smoked peppers, melting on my tongue as I returned to the phone. More texts popped up. The first was a direct message on Facebook.

      One hundred thousand transferred to this account by midnight, or you’ll never see him again

      The numbers were a blur before my eyes, so I ignored them as I finished my glass of wine. I ordered my steak rare as a link to a video pinged into the phone. I watched the whole of the thirty seconds with the sound turned down – it was a high-class restaurant, after all – but I imagined his terrified cries inside my head as the pliers nibbled at the ends of his fingers. I washed the garlic taste from my mouth with another glass of Merlot.

      We’re waiting for your reply

      The sixty-six followers on the Twitter account must have been confused by the tweets, yet still, they were liked and retweeted. I smiled as the steak arrived. Blood dripped from my fork as I pushed the cut of meat between my lips, tasting like paradise on my tongue. The phone trembled on the table, more messages arriving from the kidnappers, their vocabulary descending into illegibility as their frustration grew at the lack of response.

      WE’LL RIPP HIS GODDAMN THROT OUT

      YOUSE TA BLAME FOR THIS

      Another photo accompanied the text, a knife pushed into flesh and red liquid dribbling down flushed skin. I swirled the wine around the glass, inhaling the delicious fragrance as I caught a whiff of my companion’s aftershave.

      ‘Are you wearing that especially for tonight?’

      I put the mobile on the table and squeezed his fingers.

      ‘I thought one of us should make an effort,’ he said through barely concealed irritation. I smiled at how pretty his eyes looked when he was angry, shimmering sapphire like the ocean. ‘I swear you love that phone more than you do me.’ He snatched the glass from my hand and downed the drink. ‘You promised you wouldn’t gaze at the screen at dinner again.’

      The phone danced an electric jig on the table as more notifications assaulted the social media accounts.

      ‘I’m sorry.’

      I wasn’t, but I said it anyway.

      ‘Who is sending you all these messages? I’m getting jealous.’

      He poured us both a drink, and we returned to the dead flesh on our plates. I switched the mobile off.

      ‘Don’t worry, my love.’ I cupped his handsome features. ‘This isn’t my phone. I must have picked the wrong one up at the gym.’

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Bette Davis Eyes

          

        

      

    

    
      Elizabeth Davis knew she was going to die that day.

      If it weren’t the arthritis that riddled her ninety-two-year-old body that did it, it would be something else. Perhaps the heavy weight that had squatted in her chest for ten years since her beloved husband Arthur had died. Or maybe her one good eye would fail, and she’d fall off the balcony of her fourteenth-floor high-rise flat. Instead, the dementia eating her memories by the minute could be her undoing. It was only Thursday, but already this week, she’d unplugged the freezer by accident and left a pan of water to boil over on the hob.

      She shivered as she crawled out of bed, struggling to find her dentures in the bedside drawer. Her arthritic feet reached the carpet as she searched for her slippers. The teeth would have to wait. She was desperate for the toilet, and she wanted no more accidents.

      Elizabeth’s ribs ached as she grabbed her walker and hauled herself up. Two months ago, she’d fallen during one of her lonely early morning walks around the fourteenth-floor landing. She couldn’t remember how long she’d lain in agony, waiting for a neighbour to find her and call for an ambulance.

      The doctors had kept her in hospital for four weeks to deal with her fractured ribs and bruised spine, but, apart from the pain, she hadn’t minded since she was in over Christmas, and at least she wasn’t on her own.

      In addition, the other good thing to come out of it was that the council arranged for carers to visit her three times a day – morning, lunch, and dinnertime. They did everything for her, including the shopping, making meals, cleaning, washing, and helping her in the shower. She’d rather have a bath but knew she’d never get out of it, even if she could get in. So now she had a walk-in shower where she sat while the carer washed her hair and cleaned her.

      She was up and holding the walker – another necessity since she broke her hip on her eighty-fifth birthday. But she hadn’t found her teeth and had forgotten where she’d left her glasses. Elizabeth stumbled backwards onto the bed. She lay there and stared at the ceiling, convinced she could see Arthur staring down at her. She didn’t know what time it was but thought there must be a carer due soon.
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      Detective Inspector Jen Flowers had already had a bad start to the day but knew it would get worse when she arrived at Tower Flats and discovered both sets of lifts were out of order.

      Several police vehicles and an ambulance were outside the building, as were numerous residents. It was one of those places designed and built in the 1950s to provide affordable accommodation to those who would have been described in Jen’s youth as the working classes. Her northern upbringing was with a father who drove oil tankers and a mother who stayed at home to look after Jen and the house.

      She did a better job with the house.

      They owned nothing, not even the kitchen fridge, as that was rented like every other electrical appliance they had. Like everyone else on the council estate, they were perceived as – and saw themselves as – working class. They were at the bottom of the social status, while the middle and upper classes were enjoying a better life above them. Yet only yesterday, she’d read an article which claimed Britain now had seven different classes: elite; established middle class; technical middle class; new affluent workers; traditional working-class; emergent service sector; and the precariat. Jen didn’t know where she fitted into that system, but as she glanced around the Tower Flats estate, she guessed few of the elite lived there.

      She nodded to her colleagues as she entered the building, noticing a uniformed copper speaking to a man in an office. He removed his glasses and wiped the tears from his eyes as a forensic officer handed Jen protection for her hands and feet.

      ‘What floor is the victim on?’

      ‘The fourteenth, ma’am. The stairs are around the corner.’

      Jen shook her head and took the long walk up, pinching her nose at the smell of rotten food that appeared to be seeping out of the walls.

      I need the exercise anyway.

      She was out of breath by the fifth floor and cursing everything under the sun. Her biggest expletive was for her teenage daughter, Abbey. That’s what had started her day off so badly: receiving a call from the school to inform her Abbey would need collecting as she was being excluded for the day.

      Collecting, as if she was a package an Amazon driver had dumped on Jen’s doorstep.

      ‘They claim I swore at a teacher,’ Abbey had said as she climbed into the front of the car as Jen got the text message about Tower Flats. Unfortunately, she didn’t get the time to discover why this inexplicable event had happened before she dropped her daughter at home.

      ‘Feed the cat,’ was the last thing she’d said to Abbey before heading to the scene of the crime.

      She stopped walking when she reached the seventh floor, her chest thumping at her ribs as her legs quivered. Jen gazed up, wondering how they’d get the body down without damaging their backs.

      Jen tried to trick the pain in her bones to go away by focusing on what she’d do with Abbey when she got home, thinking the mental anguish would disguise the shiver of electricity running through her spine.

      But it didn’t work.

      Why am I the only one going up or down these steps? Am I the last at the scene?

      She hated being late for anything. It was another irritation burrowing into her brain as she reached the top and pushed the door open. The aroma of blood wouldn’t make her throw up, but what she could smell now – added to her forced exercise – clawed at her throat. She swallowed the bile rushing up to her chest and stared at the officers outside the flat.

      ‘Tie a knot in it, Jen; it’s going to be a bumpy ride.’

      Jen peered down the corridor at Athena Temple, the Head of Forensics at the Met.

      ‘Is Jack in there?’

      Athena grinned as if she was about to eat a knackered police officer.

      ‘Your partner has been waiting patiently for you. I’ve never seen DI Monroe so impatient.’

      Jen ignored the jab and pulled at the waist of her trousers.

      ‘I think I bought these a size too small.’

      Athena sidled up to her. ‘Perhaps something grew a size larger. Are you okay to step into the flat? It’s not a pretty sight.’

      Jen coughed and slipped the protective covers over her shoes. ‘Lead on.’

      She followed Athena inside. It was a tiny place, with a narrow corridor leading past two bedrooms into the main room. Jack was there when she entered.

      He narrowed his eyes at her. ‘You look like you’re dying, partner.’

      Jen stepped towards the body on the carpet. ‘Not the best choice of words in the circumstances, Jack.’ She peered at the blood surrounding the head. ‘What do we have so far?’

      ‘The victim is Elizabeth Davis, aged ninety-two. Somebody hit her on the back of the skull with an as yet unknown object.’

      Jen bent her knees to get a closer look at the wound.

      ‘Was Elizabeth struck more than once?’

      Athena moved forward. ‘It seems that way, but we’ll know better after the autopsy.’

      Jen’s legs creaked as she straightened them. ‘Who discovered the crime?’

      Jack nodded towards the corridor. ‘Since she fractured her ribs last Christmas, Mrs Davis received care at home three times a day. Her first visit was at nine this morning when apparently everything was fine. The carer, Jill Morley, helped Elizabeth get showered and washed before making her a breakfast of eggs and toast with a cup of coffee. She returned at twelve, thirty minutes ago, to prepare lunch for Mrs Davis when she discovered this.’ He pointed at the body. ‘A constable is taking her statement in the large bedroom if you want to speak to her.’

      Jen did, but she needed to look through the rest of the flat first. She glanced around the living room, at the family photos on the wall, the full bookshelf, and past the decent-sized TV to the balcony behind it. Since they were fourteen floors up, she assumed the killer hadn’t entered through the window.

      Jen went to the tiny kitchen and examined the fridge and the cupboards, seeing them with barely enough food to last a day. The freezer was unplugged and empty, while the cupboard above the sink was full of enough medicines to stock a pharmacy. She checked some of them, discovering painkillers and laxatives. She took one final look around, wondering if this was what her life would be in the future when Abbey had left and she was all on her own.

      She shook the thought from her head and went to the bedroom, finding a young woman in her 20s. She wore a blue uniform with Cyclops Care Services stitched into it.

      Jen introduced herself. ‘Your employers are called Cyclops Care Service?’

      The woman nodded. ‘Our motto is we’ve always got our eye on you.’

      ‘Okay,’ Jen said, not thinking that was creepy at all. Then she asked Ms Morley to repeat her statement from the beginning.

      ‘I was here at nine, as usual, helping Bette with the shower and getting dressed.’

      ‘Bette?’

      ‘Yeah, she hated being called Elizabeth, said that’s what her parents named her and, so she was always telling me, they were terrible to her. They would lock her in the cupboard under the stairs and feed her dog food.’

      Jen pictured what she’d seen in the living room and wondered what sort of life Elizabeth Davis had had.

      Bette Davis – just like the movie star.

      ‘And she was okay in the morning?’

      Jill nodded. ‘Yeah, no worse than always considering she was half-blind, could hardly walk and couldn’t remember her name most of the time.’

      ‘How do you get into the flat?’ Jen said.

      Jill reached into her pocket. ‘There’s a lockbox outside with this key inside, and all the carers have a code for it. I make sure the door is locked when I leave, even if I know I’m coming back in a few hours, but today it was unlocked when I returned.’

      ‘Unlocked?’

      ‘Yeah, Bette liked to wander through the corridor to get out of the flat once in a while. Sometimes, though, she’d do it in the early morning, like two or three o’clock. That’s how she broke her ribs at Christmas. She fell, and there was no one to hear her screams. Eventually, she crawled on her hands and knees and knocked on a neighbour’s door.’

      ‘Okay,’ Jen said. ‘How do you get into the building?’ She’d noticed it was a security door earlier.

      ‘You need an electronic fob or another code to enter. Or you can press one of the flat numbers, and someone might let you in.’

      Jen turned to the uniformed officer. ‘Was that a manager’s office I saw downstairs when I came in?’

      ‘Yes, ma’am. That’s George Nova. His proper title is the scheme manager.’

      Jen nodded, ready to send the constable there until she remembered both lifts were out of order.

      ‘Call down and get someone to see if they have security footage for today from that camera on the front door.’

      The PC went to do that as Jen continued with Jill Morley.

      ‘What happened when you returned at lunchtime?’

      The young woman rubbed at her cheek.

      ‘Well, the door was unlocked, but I wasn’t too surprised by that. I stepped inside and called Bette’s name, but she didn’t reply. So then… then I went into the living room and found her like that.’ She put her face in her hands, and Jen knew how she felt.

      Jen waited until the PC returned before returning to the living room. Forensics was preparing to remove the body as she returned to Jack. He was peering out of the window and across the city.

      ‘Are there any witnesses?’ Jen said.

      He shook his head. ‘Not yet. Officers will knock on every door in the building, but that’s a lot of doors.’

      The pain still lingering in Jen’s chest was a reminder of the stairs she’d dragged herself up to get to the flat.

      ‘How many?’

      ‘There are six flats on each floor, with fourteen floors, so my poor maths tells me we have eighty-four flats. So I’m guessing there must be around a hundred and fifty people living here, not to mention all those who would have come and gone this morning, including deliveries, plus family and friends of the residents.’

      ‘What about the immediate neighbours on this floor?’

      ‘Officers are interviewing them now,’ Jack replied. ‘Ms Morley told me the bloke who lives in the flat next door was always doing things for Bette, but he’s away at the moment and won’t be back until tomorrow.’

      ‘Okay, there’s not much more we can do here.’

      Jen was about to leave when a PC entered the room.

      ‘There’s something you need to see in the small bedroom, ma’am.’

      Jack and Jen followed him there.

      It was as tiny as the kitchen, with a narrow single bed, two wardrobes, and a chest of drawers taking up all the space. A large canvas painting of the countryside was hanging on the wall.

      However, that wasn’t what attracted Jen’s attention, but the shoebox the PC had in her hand: a box full to the brim with twenty-pound notes.

      ‘There’s more in the bottom of both wardrobes,’ the PC said.

      Jack looked at Jen. ‘I guess it wasn’t robbery, then.’

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Jen popped home to check on Abbey while Jack returned to the office to wait for the forensic and witness reports to arrive. The cat was sitting on the kitchen table when she entered the house. She was about to shout for her daughter when she heard the music blasting out upstairs.

      She went up and knocked on the door. ‘Can I come in, Abbey?’

      Long gone were the days when she’d walk into her daughter’s bedroom without permission, but since she couldn’t hear a reply over the sound of Jim Morrison’s voice, she pushed the door open.

      Her daughter was sitting on the bed and staring at her laptop.

      ‘Did you bring food with you?’

      Jen slapped her head. She’d forgotten to do the shopping again.

      ‘I’ll go later, love. Why don’t you get something delivered? I’ll pay.’

      Abbey watched her take a twenty-pound note from her pocket. Jen dropped it onto the bed and thought of all that money in Bette Davis’s flat.

      ‘Social services would go mad if they knew what went on in this house.’

      ‘What?’ Jen said.

      Abbey pushed the laptop to the side. ‘Well, there’s never anything to eat, and you’re hardly ever here. When you are, you look like an unhappy rabbit.’

      Jen pulled the invisible arrows from her heart and stared at her daughter.

      ‘Is that why you swore at a teacher?’

      Abbey puffed out her cheeks. ‘I never swore at him. All I said was he looked like Count Duckula.’

      Jen slumped onto the bottom of the bed and clutched at her chest. Then she burst out laughing. It took her at least a minute to regain her composure.

      ‘Okay, love, I’ll call the school and sort it out. Do you want to go shopping with me before I head back to work?’

      Abbey looked horrified. ‘No way, you always embarrass me at the shops.’

      Jen scrunched up her eyes. ‘How do I embarrass you?’

      ‘Oh, Mum, you’re always staring at the blokes who are on their own, probably wondering if they’re single or not. I’ve told you to do internet dating.’

      Jen got up. ‘And I told you that’s never going to happen.’ She threw another twenty-pound note on the bed. ‘Here, you can be all grown up and do your own shopping until I go to the Tesco’s on the corner.’

      Abbey grabbed the money, and Jen left her to it. The cat continued to glare at her as she left the house.
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      Thirty minutes later, she was sitting at her desk. Jack was reading the preliminary forensic report – the autopsy wouldn’t be until tomorrow – while a group of officers had finished counting the cash they’d found in Bette’s flat, all twenty shoeboxes of it.

      ‘It comes to twelve thousand, three hundred and eighty pounds, ma’am,’ the female PC said.

      Jack whistled. ‘Maybe it was an opportunistic robbery from some other resident, but they didn’t have time to get the money before the carer arrived.’

      ‘Has Athena decided on the time of death?’

      Her partner peered at his computer screen. ‘Sometime between ten-thirty and eleven o’clock.’

      ‘So,’ Jen said, ‘if the killer knew when the carers visited Bette’s flat, they’d know they had plenty of time to get the money out of there. It wouldn’t have taken long to find.’

      ‘You don’t think robbery is the motive, then?’

      Jen shook her head. ‘I can’t see it.’ The female PC was still standing there. ‘Is there something else?’

      The woman handed Jen a clear plastic bag containing bits of paper.

      ‘We found these in the money boxes as well, ma’am.’

      Jen took the bag and placed it on her desk. Then she grabbed a pair of gloves from her drawer and slipped them on. She removed the bag’s contents, half a dozen scraps of paper with numbers and letters scrawled on them.

      She read some of them aloud.

      ‘G112M, G112W, G112F, G112S. These are repeated on every piece.’

      ‘Some kind of code?’ Jack said.

      Jen peered at them until they were burnt into her brain.

      ‘What flat number did Bette live in?’

      Jack checked the notes on his screen. ‘One hundred and sixteen.’

      ‘And there are five more flats on that floor?’

      He nodded. ‘110 to 120.’

      Jen returned the papers to the bag and gave them to the PC.

      ‘So 112 would be around the corner from Bette’s place?’

      ‘Yes,’ Jack said. ‘What are you thinking?’

      She stood up. ‘We need to go back to Tower Flats.’
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      They discovered the murder weapon an hour later – a ceramic pig covered in Bette’s blood – hidden in the scheme manager’s office drawer. It didn’t take long for George Nova to break down and confess the crime to Jen.

      ‘Was it the money he was after, and she caught him in the act?’ Jack said.

      Jen watched Nova crying as officers bundled him into a police van.

      ‘No, I don’t think he even knew that was there.’ She peered at the bloodied ceramic pig as it stared at her. ‘Do you remember the carer, Jill Morley, telling us about Bette’s early morning walks in the corridor?’

      ‘I do.’

      ‘I think Bette saw the scheme manager up to no good on some of her excursions. So I’m guessing G112M stood for George Flat 112, Monday, with the other letters representing different days.’

      ‘Right,’ Jack said. ‘What are you betting, then? He was drug dealing or having an affair?’

      Jen stepped out of the office. ‘We better get up to flat 112 and find out.’

      She moved towards the lifts and saw they were both still out of order.

      ‘Count Duckula,’ she said as she headed for the stairs.

      ‘Did you just swear?’ Jack said as he followed her.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            School Daze

          

        

      

    

    
      Roadkill greeted Paul as he stepped out of the car. Blood, bone and sinew pressed into the road near his foot, a star shape of death burnt into the rear of his eyes.

      He parked two miles outside the forest; the sun sinking slowly into the trees. The smell of the countryside settled into his lungs, and it was as if he’d travelled forty years into the past. Of course, the path had changed since then, less overgrown, but he imagined he was marching back in time as he walked.

      It was the same forest, with four decades of growth apart from where the trees and bushes had been chopped down or trimmed. The backpack was heavy, complete with his surprises. He took his time getting there, aware the others would have him as low on their priorities.

      He checked his phone as he moved, looking at the WhatsApp group where he’d rediscovered the boys he’d gone to school with forty years ago, but the last message was from two days ago when the details of this reunion were finalised.

      Paul closed the app, and the screen went dark. He stared at his reflection in the screen, noticing how his hair was getting shorter and greyer by the day. He was about to put the phone into his pocket when it pinged with an upcoming message. His heart fluttered as he flicked at the mobile, thinking it might be from one of them, but relaxed when he saw it was from his neighbour.

      He read it as he walked.

      Thanks Paul for all your help yesterday. I wouldn’t have got the house cleaned without you.

      Olive had been diagnosed with dementia a week before her eightieth birthday last year. She had no family to support her and couldn’t afford to pay for carers, while the local council was worse than useless when Paul contacted them. So he did what he could for her when he wasn’t teaching or working at home.

      He put the phone away just as he smelt the blaze ahead of him.

      When he stepped through the trees, he saw a flaming campfire. The others were there, with three glowing faces that looked like they’d experienced some internal warming long before he arrived. There were sleeping bags around the fire, bottles and cans of alcohol, packets of crisps, and cold meat wrapped in tinfoil.

      ‘Hey, Pauly’s here.’

      He cringed at the name, one he’d always hated. But he knew there was worse. So Paul smiled at the bloke who’d spoken: Simon Cash, bestselling author of horror novels and the organiser of this late-night get-together for four people who hadn’t seen each other since they were sixteen.

      ‘Hi, Simon,’ he said as he dropped his bag near the fire.

      Then a tall, handsome man with sparkling blue eyes came out of the bushes.

      ‘Jesus, do you guys piss as much as I do?’ Martin Cousins zipped up his pants and wiped his hand on his leg. ‘You know I didn’t get where I am today with houses in Miami and Portugal by having to go for a slash every thirty minutes after having a drink. Jemma thinks I might have something wrong with my waterworks.’

      ‘She’s half your age, Martin,’ Simon said. ‘You’ll never be able to keep up with her.’

      Paul remained silent, just like he’d done daily at school around these people. He wondered where the last member of their party was when Ian Smith slipped out of the shadows behind Martin.

      ‘Are you letting Jemma maintain her modelling career because I need someone with her connections to be the face of Lore’s next advertising campaign?’

      Lore was the fashion company Ian had turned into a million-dollar business twenty years ago.

      Martin ripped the tab off a can of beer and handed it to Paul.

      ‘Nah, her jobs are in the bathroom and the kitchen.’ He opened a beer for himself and grinned at Paul. ‘Ain’t that right, Pauly?’

      They stood around the campfire as the smoke drifted above them, swirling behind the full moon.

      Simon burped loudly. ‘Damn, you guys haven’t changed at all, from sixteen to fifty-six in the blink of an eye.’ He reached down and grabbed a sausage from the cold meat pack someone had brought. He wiggled it in front of the fire. ‘Is this what Jemma sees when you show her your old man’s knackers, Martin?’

      Martin grinned at him. ‘Your mother never complained about it, Simon.’

      They laughed like hyenas as Paul sipped his beer in silence. He hoped to avoid personal questions, but Ian went over and draped an arm around his shoulder.

      ‘Forty years since I’ve seen any of you twats, and now we’re all here because of the internet.’ He raised his drink. ‘All those moaning fuckers complaining about social media can go fuck themselves.’

      ‘Aye, with this shitty sausage,’ Simon said.

      Ian kept on squeezing Paul. ‘How about you, Pauly? Is it true what you said in the WhatsApp group, that you’re a teacher at our old school?’

      In front of the roaring fire, Paul shivered. ‘Yes. I’ve worked there for thirty years.’

      Ian let go of him. ‘Fuckin’ hell, Pauly, you must be the super head teacher of that dump by now. All the old twats from our glory days will be turning in their graves, having you in charge.’

      ‘I’m just a normal English teacher,’ Paul said.

      The three successful and wealthy men glanced at each other before spitting beer all over the ground. Then they roared at the moon for a minute before drinking more booze.

      Martin sidled over and slapped Paul on the shoulder.

      ‘Don’t worry, mate, I’ll bet you’re better than all those bastards we had back then.’ He threw his empty can into the dirt. ‘Do you remember Mr Frost, the maths teacher?’

      Simon burped again. ‘Fuck yeah, that fuckin’ nutter who loved martial arts and thought he was Bruce Lee. One day, he came to school dressed up in all that gear, like a mental samurai, and started doing all the moves in the schoolyard. But, of course, he had a fuckin’ sword with him!’

      ‘It was a wooden sword,’ Paul said. ‘Mr Frost was a kendo expert.’

      Martin shook his head. ‘Do you remember Greavise, the PE teacher who gave spiritual readings during lessons? He found a porn mag in my bag and said if I didn’t change my ways, I’d go to hell.’

      Ian laughed. ‘He was right then, wasn’t he?’

      Their laughter made the flames shimmer in the campfire.

      Martin continued. ‘Ms Lamb, the librarian, with her pinched nose, narrow glasses and the virgin walk. You know, the one where she strode through the corridor as if somebody had glued her legs together.’

      ‘Aye, like most of the lasses there,’ Simon said.

      They laughed, and Paul did as well, in case they noticed how uncomfortable he felt speaking like this. He listened to them telling terrible tales of girls at their school, nodding but never joining in.

      All three of them drank rapidly, but he hardly touched his beer.

      He sat there for four hours, listening to these successful people talking as if their school days were the best of their life.

      Then they ran out of booze.

      Simon tossed his final can into the junk pile they’d created in their makeshift camp.

      ‘Well, we’re fucked now.’

      But Paul had brought something special to this reunion. He got his bag and removed four wine bottles, but they didn’t contain wine.

      Simon’s eyes grew as large as the moon hanging over their heads.

      ‘Fuckety fuck, Pauly, is that what I think it is?’

      Paul nodded. ‘It’s my special home-brew, alcohol lemonade.’

      He handed them a bottle each, and they tore the tops off like sex addicts going at it in a brothel.

      ‘Christ, Pauly, this tastes like my girlfriend’s piss,’ Ian said, ‘but I guess it’s better than nowt.’

      ‘It’s all right,’ Martin said. ‘I’ve had worse, like that stuff Simon used to bring to every school disco.’

      Simon shook his head. ‘Fuck off, ya cheeky twat.’ He took a large swig from the bottle and grimaced. ‘Do you remember that one, when was it, 1979, when all the weedy punks were wearing their stupid Sex Pistols t-shirts and pogoing like mongs?’

      Ian nodded. ‘What was he called, the twat with the stud in his nose?’

      ‘Kevin,’ Paul said, ‘Kevin Saunders. He was my best friend.’

      They stopped laughing and stared at him. Then they cracked up again.

      Martin pointed at him. ‘Yeah, that’s right, Specky Kevin and Punk Paul. That was you two. Everyone thought you two were gay; you know that, right? Spunk Paul, that was your other name.’

      Paul sipped at his drink and smiled at them.

      ‘What happened to him, then, Specky Kevin?’ Martin said.

      Paul stopped smiling. ‘You don’t remember?’

      They all looked puzzled as the mist drifted across the moon, confused and drunk.

      Simon got up. ‘I need a piss.’

      He staggered into the trees as Martin gazed at Paul.

      ‘Punk Paul, god, how could we forget that was you?’

      They all heard Simon throwing up in the bushes. He stumbled back with vomit clinging to his chin.

      ‘Specky Kevin, didn’t he show up here that night?’

      Martin and Ian nodded.

      Ian pointed a shaky bottle at Paul. ‘That’s right. We only invited you here because you said you’d bring some of your dad’s home-brew.’

      ‘Yeah,’ Simon said, as he drooled. ‘That was some strong shit. Not as good as this lemonade brew, though. You outdid your old man there, Punk Paul.’

      They laughed as they drank some more.

      ‘So, what happened to Specky Kevin then?’ Ian said. ‘The last time I remember seeing him was when he turned up here, crying for some reason, and then….’

      He hesitated as Paul watched the memories come flooding back to him, back to them all.

      Not that they had ever left Paul.

      ‘You punched him,’ Ian said. ‘Right in the head, told him to stop being a fucking baby.’

      Simon threw up near the fire, and his mates laughed at him.

      Ian shook his head. ‘Yeah, I remember now. Good job that we were out of school then, or we’d have never heard the end of him moaning about it.’

      Paul finished his drink. ‘It wouldn’t have made any difference.’

      Ian stared at him with hazy eyes. ‘What da ya mean, Spunk Paul?’

      ‘You didn’t just punch him, Ian. You and the others, do you recall what you did next?’

      He knew they did; he could see it on all of their faces.

      Simon slumped to the ground. ‘God, yeah, he still wouldn’t stop after you hit him, Ian. We all give him a good kicking when he fell over.’ He twisted his head to scan their surroundings. ‘It was right about here.’

      Paul got another bottle of his home-brew.

      ‘It was here, where you’re sitting, when the three of you kicked him in the head for five minutes.’

      ‘Yeah,’ Martin said, ‘but he was okay. He got up and ran off to cry to his mam.’

      They laughed again, that same laughter Paul had heard in his head for forty years.

      Until two weeks ago.

      ‘Kevin went home but never woke up the next day. The doctors said he had bruising on his brain that led to the coma. It was a forty-year coma.’

      Paul recalled every hospital visit he’d made over those four decades, stacked in his memory like chapters on a DVD.

      ‘Jesus,’ Simon said. ‘I guess he was weaker than he looked.’

      They laughed like wolves howling at the moon.

      Predators, that’s what they were and still are.

      And Kevin and me and those girls at our school were their prey.

      Until now.

      He sat there for another ten minutes before they all collapsed. They weren’t dead yet; the poison he’d put in their bottles was slow acting. They’d be like this for two or three hours, in constant agony, staring at each other and knowing this was the end for them.

      Just like it was the end for Kevin three weeks ago.

      Paul knew it was karma when he got invited to the WhatsApp school reunion group the night Kevin died. He didn’t have a plan then, but it evolved over the next week as he got further involved with their messages. Even tonight’s gathering hadn’t been his idea; that was Ian, seemingly desperate to relive his youth.

      I suppose it’s harder to get away with abuse now than before.

      Paul went to each of them as they lay frozen in the dirt, removing their phones. Simon and Ian didn’t have security codes on theirs – how typical and arrogant – but Martin did. Luckily, Paul used Martin’s thumbprint to open it.

      First, he removed all the WhatsApp messages he was in or mentioned. He’d expected to see the three of them in another private group, one where they’d talk about Paul the Punk, but it appeared they had indeed forgotten about him as that person from forty years ago.

      Then he checked all their other social media apps, texts and message, removing anything that spoke of him being at this reunion. Finally, he wiped his fingerprints from all the phones before returning them.

      He scoured the camp for everything connected to him, collecting all the home-brew bottles and putting them in his bag.

      Somewhere in the distance, he heard a dog barking.

      Paul took one last look around the gathering, peering into their frozen faces and hoping every terrible thing they’d ever done was flashing in front of their eyes right now.

      Then he turned and returned to where he’d parked his car.

      He looked at his phone as he went, checking the latest posts, finally understanding why so many people thought social media was bad.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Woman Upstairs

          

        

      

    

    
      In the right circumstances, everyone is capable of murder.

      I stood in the rain outside grim-looking flats. The cigarettes clung to my lungs like orphans desperate for love while the alcohol burrowed into my liver. The flickering stub dropped from my fingers as I entered the building and headed to Mrs Miller’s place. Water dripped from my face, running down my nose but failing to prevent the smell of unwashed flesh and second-hand clothes from invading my senses. The key chilled my skin as I let myself in. The gloom and dust hit me as I stepped into the main room. The carpet was threadbare, and the furniture, like its owner, with its best days behind it. I picked up the post and strode into the flat.

      The right circumstances were here.

      ‘Are you home, Aggie?’

      It was our little joke; Agatha Miller hadn’t gone outside in the year I’d known her, perhaps a lot longer. I moved beyond the sofa, staring at the row of stuffed birds clinging to the wall above the ornate cabinet full of extravagant Victorian bottles containing different coloured powders. For my initial time with her, Aggie wouldn’t mention those bottles and would never speak of their contents. She refused to talk about her life before I knew her, no matter how many times I asked. It wasn’t because of any interest in her, but part of my job description was to get the client talking as much as possible; the theory was to keep the mind focused, exercise it, and prevent any dementia or Alzheimer’s. After six months, I left the agency and went independent, so such demands vanished from me. But I stayed with Aggie.

      ‘You’re late, Bethany.’

      Aggie’s metallic walker clattered into the room before she did, her words a deliberate attempt to annoy me with the name nobody ever used but her. She shuffled over to the sofa, every part of her body trembling as she moved.

      ‘I’ll make you a cup of tea, Aggie.’

      I dropped the post next to her as she slumped into the seat and tiny bits of dirt swirled in the air. She hated me cleaning the flat too much, if at all.

      ‘We all end up as dust, Bethany,’ she once said to me. ‘Do you want someone hoovering you up in twenty years?’

      Another two decades of life would be a blessing with my current predicament. Not that I mentioned it to her. I glanced at the jars as I headed for the kitchen, switching my gaze from the remnants of her father’s profession to the one place in the flat she wouldn’t let me in. Her bedroom door was ajar, the bed unmade and missing the thing which had given me the idea of how to set my life straight. How strange it was to have the discovery of a shoebox as my potential saviour.

      I slipped into the kitchen and filled the kettle. The room was full of unwashed pots and two days’ worth of grime. A half-eaten pot noodle stood rotting in the corner, with cheese left out of the fridge and the loaf of bread I’d brought her last week solidifying in the sunlight. I turned on the kettle and searched for a bin bag in the cupboard under the sink.

      ‘Don’t be throwing my cheese away,’ she croaked at me from the other room. I watched the water boil. I had to do the deed today, this afternoon. If I didn’t get the money by tonight, I’d be meeting a group of leg-breakers who wouldn’t stop with that part of my body.

      I pulled two mugs from the top of the fridge, made sure they were clean, and dropped a single green tea bag into each. I picked the vilest-tasting flavour I could find, needing something to hide the taste of the extra special ingredient for her drink. As I did so, my mind returned to a month ago when I’d glimpsed her counting the money from that shoebox.

      ‘Two thousand in one box,’ she told me with glee seeping from her wrinkled face. ‘And there’s another twenty-plus boxes like that in my wardrobes.’ She showed them to me, all stacked up resembling bricks in a wall.

      I held my breath, trying not to let my fingers shake so much. ‘Why don’t you put the money in the bank?’

      Her eyes closed together. ‘If I do that, the council will stop all my benefits and make me pay rent on this dump.’ Volcanic green fire simmered inside her darkening face. ‘And they won’t allow me to move into a care home unless I give them everything I have.’

      The kettle boiled with a hoot to drag me from my reverie. Agatha had been trying to get into a supported facility for years, but the council kept turning her down because she wasn’t a priority.

      Steam sizzled in the kitchen as I poured the drinks. The money from that bedroom called to me. There would be sufficient to clear my debt and start a new life elsewhere. What was the point of her hoarding it like this? She would never spend it, and she had no relatives to leave it to. It would only go to the government she hated. I told her this and said she should lend me some, but she only cackled in my face.

      ‘I don’t believe in charity, Bethany, and I’d be long in the grave before someone like you could pay me back.’

      I removed the small phial from my pocket, staring at the white powder which glistened under the flickering fluorescent light, the dancing illumination matching the thoughts bouncing inside my skull. I emptied it into her tea and stirred it before taking the drinks into the living room. Agatha went through the post as I placed the tray down and sat opposite her.

      ‘Those council bastards have rejected me again.’ Spittle dribbled between her false teeth and onto her chin. ‘Look.’ She held the paper up to me, her fingers shaking as she pushed it towards my uncaring eyes. All I wanted was for her to take the drink, pull it up to her lips and sip the tea. The arsenic trioxide had come from the bottle above her head; poisonous powder left behind from her father’s days as an apothecary. Instead, I read out the first paragraph of the letter.

      ‘Because of cutbacks and a reduction in social care funding, moving into a supported accommodation can only happen in EXCEPTIONAL CIRCUMSTANCES.’ The council had felt compelled to capitalise those words.

      ‘That’s what they’ve been telling me for three years.’ I watched her talk, waiting for her to lift the mug to her mouth. Because of her frail health, the dose I applied should do its work quickly. On a trip to the other end of the country last month, while using a disposable phone, I’d researched online the most effective method to use the poison. All I had to do was pour the rest of the powder down the sink once she’d drunk it.

      ‘I suppose you must keep waiting for a place to come up; when someone pops their clogs, you’ll move up the list.’ I pointed at the cup. ‘You should have your drink now; you know how much you hate lukewarm tea.’

      She pulled the letter from me and dumped it onto the floor.

      ‘You forgot the biscuits. I can’t have tea without at least two chocolate biscuits.’

      My phone vibrated inside my jacket as I stared at her. I didn’t need to check it to know who it was; it would be a final warning about my unpaid debt. I stood and went into the kitchen to get the biscuits. They were in the cupboard closest to the window, unopened and still in date. I removed them as my mobile trembled again. Then, against my better judgement, I checked the messages, finding two photographs of others who hadn’t repaid their debts. The bile in my throat made me thirsty, sickened by the sight of broken faces and bloodied limbs. And they’d promised to do more to me than that if I didn’t pay what I owed.

      I returned to the living room and opened the packet; Agatha sipped at her tea and a weight lifted from me. I took one biscuit and dipped it into my drink as warm liquid caressed my lips. I grabbed the remote control and turned on the TV so she could spend the last few hours of her life watching her favourite game shows.

      Then I waited.

      

      Guilt lingered at the back of my mind, no matter how many times I tried to quell it. I watched her slip away, her tiredness sending her to sleep so that at least she didn’t suffer. Once I checked her pulse to ensure it was over, I picked up the phone and rang for an ambulance.

      The council had little choice but to move me now; an old woman traumatised by a death in her flat would be hard for them to ignore, especially when I got in touch with the local newspaper.

      When I finished the call, I rinsed the cups in the kitchen. I didn’t bother removing father’s jar from the cabinet; it would seem like ordinary white powder to anybody else. Poor Bethany – if only she’d known I wasn’t as senile as she believed.

      I heard the sirens heading my way, even with my failing ears. I strolled into my bedroom to get rid of all those empty shoe boxes.
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      When people asked Jason what he did – drunks in the pub, curious shop assistants, dentists – he would grit his teeth before telling them he was a bus driver. Then he’d see their eyes glaze over, realising behind that glassy gaze they were classifying him as a man who’d reached his limit in life.

      Twenty-five years driving busses had taught Jason a lot about people, about the human condition. In the early days, he’d get passengers who’d throw the money for the fare at him, knowing full well he wouldn’t move out of his seat to deal with them. Only madness lay that way, something that had left some of his colleagues with broken bones and bruised faces.

      But that wasn’t the thing that hurt him the most: that was the loneliness. He could spend all day with hundreds of people around him, but it was still as if he was the only person in the world. So after work, he’d go straight home, stopping at the local supermarket for marked down food because it was out of date and the cheapest bottle of wine on offer. Then he’d sit in front of the TV, eating tasteless grub while watching the latest reality show.

      He didn’t have a mobile phone because there was nobody to ring him. So the only calls he got on the landline were from people trying to sell him things he didn’t need or from strange-sounding voices telling him he’d been in a car accident. But, of course, as soon as he told them he didn’t own a motor vehicle, they’d hang up.

      The internet didn’t interest him, so he didn’t need a computer or a smartphone. He’d never had any hobbies, even as a kid, and there was nothing he wanted to know about the world beyond what he saw on the TV. So his life was as self-contained as it could get, made all the more so by where he lived.

      Jason had moved into the high-rise flats ten years ago but hadn’t spoken to any of his neighbours in that time. So even if he had bumped into them, he wouldn’t have known what to say. He was fascinated by people but couldn’t converse with them beyond asking where they wanted to go and was convinced he only got the bus driving job because they were desperate for staff.

      But that fascination with how others lived was what had driven him to sit at the window once all his favourite TV shows finished. At first, he’d only peered through the glass without any expectations of how it would change his life, watching as those below hurried and scurried to and from unknown destinations. He’d stare at them for hours, observing as they moved around like ants. Then, after a while, they fascinated him more than the TV did. He would imagine their stories, making up their lives and knowing everyone’s was better than his.

      There was the young girl who was always smiling, and he knew her parents loved her. Not like his, who’d tortured him and left him in the dark with the rats. And he’d feel alive when he saw the group of boys – mates – who laughed and joked in the street. Jason had never had friends, only other kids who beat him and called him names. He watched those delivering the mail, imagining letters arriving from exotic destinations from all around the globe, waiting for somebody to write to him. But the only mail he got were bills and people trying to sell him stuff he didn’t need.

      So he’d sit there and view the world outside as something bigger and better than he could ever experience. He’d turn off all the lights in the flat and let the shadows engulf him like a comfort blanket. In the darkness, people would do things he knew they never would in the daylight.

      And it excited him.

      It made Jason feel less alone.

      He didn’t perceive himself as unusual or weird, had no thought he was a stalker or creeper, instead thinking of himself as an observer of the world: a witness to other people’s lives.

      That was where he would have stopped if a passenger hadn’t left a Polaroid camera on his bus one night. He should have handed it in at the office as lost property, but he didn’t.

      He kept it. Then he started taking photos of what he saw outside his window.

      Then there was no need for his imagination anymore.
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      Detective Inspector Cora Bowie stepped out of the car at four o’clock in the morning. The rain spat in her face as the wind turned her hair into something you’d find at the bottom of a bin. As the water cascaded over her and into the street, she watched a paper boat sailing into the gutter. She imagined something from a Stephen King novel waiting down there for her.

      It would have to be better than last night’s blind date.

      Cora had been on her own since kicking her cheating husband out of the house. She didn’t miss the inane, childish conversations she’d had with him or his claims Fifty Shades of Grey was a literary masterpiece. She was also glad not to hear again his constant misquoting of popular sayings – two peas in a pub was what Robert said they were when he begged Cora to take him back – but she did miss the sex.

      I guess that’s why the skank neighbour fucked him in my bed. It was the one thing he was good at.

      And it was making her cranky at work.

      So she’d swallowed what little pride she had left and installed a dating app on her phone, and met a bloke in a pub on the other side of town.

      As soon as he walked into the place, she knew it was a mistake. It was one of those places where the 1970s wallpaper was younger than the clientele, and all they served was beer imported from the Soviet Union before the Berlin Wall came down.

      And then she saw her date, clutching a copy of The Daily Mail.

      It had started with his voice, a dull, entitled monotone that made Cora forget the beginning of a sentence long before he finished it. His eyes resembled burnt cigarettes, and he smelt like a 1980s aftershave advert, wearing his dead dad’s jacket. The sleeves were too short, and it reeked of cheap cigars. The shirt was from a charity shop, dark green and missing the top button. The jeans were too tight, making his legs look as if they’d been transplanted from one of the Ramones. His shoes were half a size too small and nipped at his toenails. All of this, he’d told Cora even before the server had taken their drinks order.

      He grinned at her through broken teeth and issued his first compliment of the night.

      ‘You look better than your photo on the app. A bit older though, but I don’t mind that – experience over beauty, eh?’

      Sand clutched at her throat as she prayed for her wine to hurry up.

      ‘That wasn’t me. I used a picture of Margaret Thatcher as a joke.’

      He burst out laughing as the drinks arrived. ‘The Milk Snatcher? I thought you’d put a black and white photo up to look moodier.’ He spilt beer on his faded pants as he spoke to her. At least it covered the piss stains. ‘Are you a fan of old Maggie then.’

      Cora downed half of her wine and wished she’d ordered a bottle.

      ‘My father was obsessed with her. I think he wanted to be like her. I just wanted to smash her face in.’

      It was a cue for him to talk about politics. By the second sentence and his rant about foreigners and women taking men’s jobs, she was eyeing up the dirty fork somebody had abandoned on the table, considering how hard she’d have to push to get through his eye and into the brain.

      By the time she finished the wine, she’d left him and got a taxi home.

      Once there, she watched a Marx Brothers movie before going to bed and dreaming of sticking a fork into her estranged husband’s face. Or perhaps use a spoon – that would be better for scooping out the eyeball. Last year, she’d attended a crime scene where the killer had removed the victim’s eyeballs and stuffed them into the ears. It was a woman who’d murdered her husband. When Cora asked the wife why she’d done the thing with the eyes, the new widow said it was because he’d never listened to her.

      Cora was dreaming of chopping off her cheating husband’s genitals and stuffing them in his mouth when she got the call at three-thirty in the morning.

      Now she was standing in torrential rain between two of the tallest high-rise flats she’d ever seen.

      I hope it’s not the one where they eat dogs for breakfast.

      She was about to check her phone for the address when Cora saw the flickering red and blue lights coming from the building on her right. She marched through the downpour towards it, hoping the lifts were working while watching discarded needles floating past her.

      Considering how many people lived in these places and how squashed and stressful an existence it must be, she was surprised more citizens didn’t commit murder in these towering concrete edifices. It would be easy to throw somebody out of the window if you were having a bad day.

      A uniformed officer was waiting for her when she stepped inside.

      ‘It’s on the eighth floor, ma’am. Forensics has already finished.’

      Cora stepped into the lift and took a deep breath. She pressed the button for the eighth floor, swearing at how lucky her partner had been to go on holiday yesterday. She got out of the lift and headed for the flat, following the trail of police officers leading to it. Scenes of Crime Officer Adam Greenfield nodded to her as she stepped inside.

      I should ask him for a date. He’s decent looking, and we have something in common to talk about: staring at dead bodies.

      Then she thought better of it.

      If he sees me naked, my pale flesh will probably remind him of all the corpses he’s seen.

      ‘What do we have, Adam?’

      He pointed towards the window and the chair in front of it, where she saw a middle-aged man with a swollen neck and red marks over the skin.

      ‘Jason Cross, forty-five-year-old bus driver. Strangled. Looking at the bruises, I’d say about two hours ago.’

      Cora rubbed at her throat, remembering the sex games she used to play with the cheating husband. There had been times when his eyes bulged before she’d removed the stocking from his neck.

      Perhaps I should have left it there.

      No – it was my favourite lingerie.

      So she understood how dangerous it was if too much stress was put on the throat: serious injuries could occur from trauma to the neck more than to any other part of the body. And all because blood and oxygen flow to the brain through the neck. It was the most unprotected and vulnerable part of a human. This was just one reason it took so little pressure to strangle someone, about four pounds of compression to occlude a person’s jugular vein. Once that blood flow was cut, a victim had ten seconds before going unconscious, and fifty seconds past that, death was the likely outcome.

      ‘Did you find anything on the neck? Fibres or fingerprints?’

      He shook his head. ‘No.’

      Cora glanced around the room. It was neat, clean and tidy. Books, CDs and DVDs filled shelves in the corner, all of them in alphabetical order. There was an old Polaroid camera on the floor near a stack of photography magazines. She went over to see if there was any porn, disappointed not to find any. Then she peered at the camera.

      I remember the Polaroid dad had when I was a kid, snapping all those out of focus photos of us on holiday. I wonder what happened to them.

      ‘Who called it in?’ she said.

      ‘Next door neighbour. Uniformed officers are speaking to her now.’

      Cora went through the other rooms, finding the same as the living room, with nothing appearing out of order. She stepped out of the flat and checked with a police constable which was the neighbour’s place. Then she went inside without knocking, walking into the main room to find a woman drinking a glass of water.

      An officer approached her. ‘This is Paula Newman. She heard a noise next door, went outside and saw the flat open. Then she went in and found the body.’

      Cora spoke to the neighbour. ‘Are you a light sleeper?’

      ‘Not really, but I hadn’t been home from work for long. I was making a cup of coffee when I heard the noise.’

      ‘What do you do?’ Cora said.

      ‘I’m a nurse at the local hospital.’

      Cora peered at Newman’s hands. ‘How well did you know Jason?’

      She shook her head. ‘Not at all. Because of my shifts, I’m rarely here during the day, so I hardly see anyone in the building. I’d never seen him before today.’

      Newman appeared remarkably calm.

      I guess she’s seen plenty of bodies at the hospital.

      ‘Did you touch anything?’

      Newman nodded. ‘Yes, I’m sorry. I thought he might be still alive, so I leant over him. Then, when I realised he was dead, I called you.’

      ‘Okay, Ms Newman. An officer will take your statement now.’

      Cora glanced around the room, noticing it was more of a mess than the one next door: with stains on the carpet and the sofa. She watched as a constable spoke to Newman, waiting until the neighbour’s back was turned before she slipped into the bathroom. She checked the cupboards but found nothing out of the ordinary.

      Then she returned to the murder scene. Greenfield was gone, and she kicked herself for not asking him out. That thought possessed her brain as she peered at the victim in his chair, staring out of the window through lifeless eyes.

      She turned to the closest officer. ‘Was he found like this, with the chair pointed towards the window?’

      The constable nodded. ‘Yes, ma’am.’

      Cora moved to the chair, gazing through the glass at the tower block on the other side.

      What was he looking at?

      She examined the room again. Then she went to the Polaroid camera.

      ‘Did you find any photographs?’ she said to the officer.

      The PC shook her head. ‘I don’t think so, ma’am.’

      Cora slipped protective gloves over her hands and picked up the camera, running her fingers around the gap where the device spat out the pictures.

      This has been used recently.

      ‘Recheck everywhere,’ she told the PC as she put the camera back where she’d found it. Then she went into the bedroom, checking under the bed and opening every cupboard and drawer. There were no signs of any photos in the flat.

      Cora left the PC next to the victim and stepped into the corridor, where forensic officers waited to remove the body. She looked beyond them to the sign pointing to a waste disposal unit. She went to it, opened the door and stared at a metal chute, where it said on the wall to bag all rubbish before using.

      She called a PC to her. ‘Find out where this goes.’

      The constable did as instructed.

      Cora stood outside Paula Newman’s flat, hearing her talk to the officer inside. She listened for a minute before the PC returned.

      ‘The chute connects to a garbage area near the side of the building, ma’am.’

      ‘Okay,’ Cora said. ‘Let’s see what’s been dumped there today.’

      They went down together in the lift, getting out as the ambulance arrived for the body. Cora and the PC followed the signs for the rubbish and opened the door. The smell hit her immediately, an aroma of rotten vegetables that made Cora’s head spin. She stepped towards it even though her nose told her to flee. Several black plastic bags were full against the wall, surrounded by garbage people had dumped down the chute without bagging it. Cora stepped on a squashed apple as she leant into the pile, thankful she still had the protective coverings on her hands and shoes.

      It was a five-minute assault on her senses before she found the files, half a dozen of them stuffed with Polaroid photos. She handed half to the PC and carried the rest.

      ‘Follow me,’ she said to the constable. She headed to the room at the end of the corridor, pushing through the door and turning the light on. She gazed upon the tables and chairs in the middle of the common area. She strode to the nearest table and emptied the contents of the files over it, telling the PC to do the same.

      Cora laid the photos in rows, scanning them as she went: they all appeared to have been taken from high up, pointing down towards the street outside the building. They were a mixture of day and night shots, mainly of people going about their lives.

      It didn’t take her long to find what looked like drugs passing between people and photos of boxes removed from the back of a car during the night. All the images were clear in what and who was in them.

      She turned to the PC. ‘Get more officers here to bag all these as evidence.’

      Cora left him to it before heading upstairs. She went to Paula Newman’s flat just as the constable was leaving.

      ‘She’s finished her statement, ma’am.’

      Cora nodded. ‘Take someone with you to the hospital where she works. Ask them to check for missing medications from their inventory.’

      Then she stepped into the flat, about to ruin Paula Newman’s life.
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      Thirty minutes later, she peered out of the victim’s window, watching as her colleagues took Newman away. Cora held the bagged photos, the ones showing Newman selling the drugs she’d stolen from the hospital. Newman had claimed Cross’s death as an accident, but Cora didn’t believe her. But that would be up to a jury to decide.

      She watched the police car drive off, wondering if it wasn’t too late to find a date online.
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      ‘She’s cheating on me, Detective Archer.’

      It was seven o’clock in the evening, and Sam should have left an hour ago. Hard rain bounced off the office window, and she turned her nose up at the smell of cheap aftershave. The hangover clawing at the inside of her head wasn’t from booze. She ignored it as she stared at the large man sitting opposite her. He had the face of a hyperactive puffer fish, all blown out orange cheeks and eyes which God or science had given up on.

      Sam scratched at the scar on her wrist. ‘Some things you need to ignore if you want to stay sane.’

      ‘I’ll die if I don’t get her back,’ he said. ‘Life isn’t fair.’

      She wanted to say that no person was worth such a sacrifice, but she didn’t want to lie to him.

      ‘If you wanted fair,’ Sam said, ‘you should have stayed single.’

      Sweat ran through the scars dotted on his head, his corpulent belly hanging from his shirt and over the top of his trousers.

      ‘She’s out every night and stinks of sex when she comes home.’ Lucky woman, Sam thought. He handed her a photo. ‘This is my wife, Eleonore.’

      Sam stared at the picture: long blonde tresses stolen from Veronica Lake, Monroe’s delicious breasts and a face crafted by the gods.

      ‘What do you want me to do?’

      ‘Find her, Archer. Tell her I’ll kill myself if she doesn’t return to me.’ The despair in his eyes told her it wasn’t an ideal threat.

      ‘Love is many things. Something clean and swift, like seeing the smile that radiates your heart into a swirling, pulsating sun. Or something dark and desperate, dragging at your insides like Satan clawing at your legs before the fall from heaven. But whatever it is for you, you can’t let it consume your life.’

      He lowered his eyes and said nothing. As the desperate man rolled out of the office, Sam called for a cab to take her to the worst club in the city. Thirty minutes later, she was on the other side of the metropolis, stepping over the drunks and striding past the feral dogs. The stink of rotting fish greeted her as she walked down the narrow stairs and into the main room.

      The room’s heat scorched Sam’s flesh as she entered. The sleeveless dress clung to her like a second skin, ending a couple of inches above her knees. However, it didn’t take long to find who she wanted, draped in a satin backless frock highlighting all the right curves in all the wrong places.

      ‘That’s a beautiful dress,’ Sam said.

      ‘You should see what’s inside.’ Her voice was velvet brushing against silk.

      She grabbed Sam by the hand, dragging her across the floor and into the gloom of the nearest booth. They crumpled against the sweat-stained plastic seats as they pawed each other in unison. The younger woman didn’t hesitate to slip her fingers into Sam’s dress, finding the space between her stockings and the top of her legs. She left her hands there to linger while Sam stared up at the fat lights in the ceiling.

      Sometime later, they came up for air; clothes in disarray, skin covered in sweat and dried passion.

      ‘I thought you weren’t coming tonight,’ the woman said.

      ‘A new client at the office,’ Sam replied.

      ‘More work means I won’t see you as much.’ Her voice was shrill with disappointment. Sam caressed her face, running her fingers across those delicious purple lips. Then she took out her phone, found the clip she’d just recorded, and sent it to the client.

      ‘Don’t fret, Eleonore; once he sees the video, you’ll have nothing to worry about.’

      Sam hated losing work, but no amount of money was worth surrendering this treasure. She slipped her hands back inside Eleonore’s dress, searching again for the only thing worth living for.

      Or dying for.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Dark Snow

          

        

      

    

    
      They say patience is a virtue. Astrid had never claimed to be virtuous, but patience was one of her gifts. She’d wait for hours before her mother deemed Astrid worthy of food when she was a child. She’d wait in the dark for her father’s heavy footstep heading towards her and would wait an eternity for the pain to go away. Only it never did. When she was homeless, she waited for food and shelter. When she was a criminal, she waited for the right opportunity to arrive. When she was a government agent, she waited for her time to be free.

      Astrid knew how to wait.

      As she nursed her beer, Astrid would have said it was an old man’s pub if it wasn’t for the jarring jukebox and the pool table. However, it was easy for her to ignore the music and the noise from the men playing pool since she only had eyes for the terrified looking fourteen-year-old girl at the bar. She was underage, but the barman didn’t care, setting down the second beer Astrid had watched her drink. There were a dozen people in the place, predominantly old men putting the world to rights, the young blokes knocking balls around the pool table, plus Astrid and the girl, the only females there.

      Somebody else caught Astrid’s gaze, a man sitting at the back of the room staring at the teenager. Tattoos covered his hands and neck, a pair of dark glasses on his face as he peered into a barely lit room. He had a connection to the girl, but Astrid hadn’t yet worked it out. The pool-playing blokes put down their toys and huddled together, their attention turning to the nervous, underage girl.

      The tallest, a hulk of a man with unkempt floppy hair, broke away from the others and headed for the empty seat next to the teenager. Astrid reached it before him, her six foot two frame using her momentum to bump into his shoulder and knock him back towards his startled friends. She didn’t give him another look, focusing on the kid instead.

      ‘You’re too young to drink in here.’

      The girl didn’t reply, her mouth trembling and her eyes glued to the dirty wood of the bar. Astrid finished her beer and nodded to the barman for another.

      A male voice responded. ‘You took my seat, lady.’

      Astrid ignored him, concentrating on the girl. ‘What’s your name?’

      The kid pushed the bottle to her lips, sipping on the alcohol, her voice just about audible as she spoke.

      ‘My real name is Lucy, but I’m Rose tonight.’

      Her eyes were dim and watery, but Astrid spotted a sparkle somewhere beneath the stress and tension. Before Astrid could reply, thick chunky fingers tapped her shoulder.

      ‘I said that’s my seat you’re in.’ Anger rippled through his words.

      Astrid sighed loud enough to indicate her annoyance.

      ‘Do that again, and I’ll break your fingers.’

      His laugh was loud and raucous. ‘You’re about to be in a world of trouble, girl.’

      Hairy digits landed on her body again, harder this time. Before he could move, Astrid had his fingers in hers, pushing them back to the point of snapping the bone. He screamed, but she still didn’t look at him, wondering if the others would come to his aid: but they never moved.

      She guessed he was the bravest of them, probably the leader, and they wouldn’t react unless he told them to. On the other hand, his masculinity was likely that fragile he couldn’t let his shame at this situation worsen.

      Astrid smiled at Lucy. ‘Do you want to get out of here?’

      The girl took another drink from her bottle. ‘I can’t leave until I’ve picked someone up. This is my first time here, and if I don’t finish the job, I’ll be in trouble.’

      Astrid twisted her head, beyond the crouching man whose fingers she still held, and towards the tattooed man; his seat was empty. Astrid let go of the fingers, and the bloke dropped to the floor, moaning loud enough to drown out the music, which Astrid was happy about since it was some Elton John dirge about romantic love.

      ‘Okay, I’ll be your pickup. Do you have a place nearby?’

      Lucy’s hand trembled as she placed the bottle on the bar, her eyes drifting towards the man with the damaged fingers as his mates helped him.

      ‘There’s a flat around the corner. What about him and his friends?’

      Astrid turned to them, her gaze going beyond the distressed man and to the table with the heavy balls and pool cues. There were four blokes altogether, including the one she’d damaged. Inside her head, she constructed a map of how to get out of the bar unharmed, which involved using one of the cues and at least two of the balls, convinced she’d reach the table before any of them did.

      ‘They won’t be a problem. Follow me.’

      Astrid finished her beer and stepped off the stool. She walked straight towards the pool players, and they parted like the Red Sea. Astrid moved slowly, waiting for Lucy to reach her side. The two of them strode outside and into the fresh air, leaving the stink of booze and desperation behind them.

      ‘What’s your name?’ Lucy said as Astrid scanned the area for the tattooed man.

      ‘I’m Astrid. Who was the man in the shades at the back of the room?’

      The girl trembled all over again, her eyes switching from right to left in search of something.

      ‘That’s Chuck. He looks after the girls when they’re working.’

      ‘Where’s this flat?’

      Lucy pointed down the road. ‘First right that way, halfway down the street.’

      She started to walk as she finished speaking. Astrid was at her side as they went, dodging the stray dogs running towards them.

      ‘So, explain how this works to me.’

      Drops of rain scattered through the air, an aroma of fresh pizza drifting somewhere behind them. Lucy’s words tumbled out of her mouth, a scattergun effect stuck together like glue.

      ‘I’m not really sure they only took me in two days ago, and there are six girls in our group, all about my age. A different one goes to that pub each night, picks someone up and takes them back to the flat.’

      ‘And what do you do when you get there?’ Astrid wiped the rain from her forehead.

      Lucy’s lips shivered as she spoke. ‘You know… keep them busy for a while… and, and….’

      Astrid stopped and put her hand on Lucy’s shoulder.

      ‘When did you run away from home?’

      ‘It wasn’t my real home,’ Lucy replied. ‘My parents died when I was a baby, so I’ve only ever lived in care homes.’ Her eyes betrayed a difficult childhood, which Astrid was all too familiar with. ‘I couldn’t live there anymore, so I came here, but it was harder than I thought, being on my own, sleeping under the bridge. Then one of the girls approached me and said there was somewhere I could stay, with food and clean clothes. I didn’t know what else to do.’

      ‘Did the men hurt you?’

      The rain turned from a whimper to a torrent, but neither of them looked for shelter. Lucy lifted her shirt. Fresh bruises covered her stomach.

      ‘It’s only been punches so far.’

      Astrid got them walking again. ‘Don’t worry, kid. I’ll find you a safe place tonight. Now let’s get dry in this flat.’

      It was a five-minute walk, past broken down cars and upturned rubbish bins, through a street full of houses converted into flats, taking steps up to doors that had seen better days. Lucy fumbled into her pocket for a set of keys, the first one getting them inside the main building. Then it was up three flights of stairs and the closer of two flats next to each other. As the girl put the key into the lock, Astrid peered at the door of the adjacent flat. She glanced at it before following Lucy inside.

      To call the place a dump would have been giving it too much credit: the smell was garbage mixed with rat shit, the carpet full of holes, a bed covered in stained sheets, with damp peeling off the walls. Astrid ignored all of that and found the bathroom.

      ‘We need to get dry, kid.’

      Astrid stepped into a dirty bathroom stinking worse than the main room. She pushed her legs against the shower curtain, reluctant to pull it back to see what was behind it. The one towel in the room was bloodstained. Lucy stood in the other room, not moving. Astrid needed the kid with her if the plan was going to work. She held out her hand and indicated for Lucy to join her.

      ‘I think I need a shower,’ Lucy said as she closed the bathroom door behind her.

      Astrid put a finger to her mouth, placing her head close to Lucy.

      ‘In a minute, I want you to start screaming as if your life depended on it, to shout at the top of your voice that you need help. Do you understand?’

      She expected Lucy to protest, to ask questions, but all she did was nod as if used to following instructions unconditionally. Astrid took a step forward in the tiny space, raising her hands before bringing them crashing onto the back of the door. She smashed against the wood for thirty seconds, the weight of her strikes dislodging a ton of dust from the ceiling. It rained down around Astrid, and she had to keep her eyes and mouth shut to prevent the debris from invading her body. Then she stopped and turned to Lucy, signalling for the kid to start.

      ‘Help!’ she screamed from the top of her lungs, repeating the word until her cheeks turned red and expanded like a giant pufferfish. Astrid counted the seconds in her head; time for the noise to travel into the next flat, time for the tattooed man to realise something terrible was happening, time for him to decide to intervene or not, then time for him to understand that if their merchandise were damaged, whoever was in charge of this operation wouldn’t be happy.

      She let another thirty seconds go by before moving into the main room. Astrid was behind the door when it opened, and the tattooed man, without his shades, stumbled inside. She brought her elbow into his side and sent him crashing down just as Lucy left the bathroom, the teenager’s face crimson and breathing heavily. The man on the floor smelt of expensive cologne, grabbing at his ribs inside a stylish shirt and jacket. He attempted to get up until Astrid put her foot on his chest and pushed down.

      Rain slithered off Astrid and onto the dirty carpet. ‘What do you have next door? Is it a camera, is this blackmail using underage kids?’

      He tried to answer, but she added more weight to his ribs, watching him cough and splutter, grasping at his throat. She let him struggle for a minute before removing her foot.

      His eyes and his cheeks bulged in unison. ‘You don’t know who you’re messing with, lady.’

      ‘This is why you’re going to tell me who you work for.’

      The tattooed man dug his nails into the carpet, ready to push up. Instead, Astrid moved her foot over his hand and stepped on it, his bones crunching under her shoe. His self-control was impressive, holding back the scream she saw behind his eyes. She peered into his face, contemplating if he would reach for her leg with his other hand, but he puffed out his cheeks and didn’t move.

      ‘You interfere with this organisation, and they’ll kill you.’ Fear seeped out of him. ‘They’ll kill me for messing this up.’

      ‘Tell me who you work for, and I’ll deal with them.’ She removed her foot from his hand.

      ‘I don’t know who they are, just what will happen if you cross them.’

      Astrid peered into his eyes. Experience had taught her to spot blatant lies, but he seemed to be telling the truth.

      ‘So what is this racket? Prostitution and blackmail?’

      He nodded. ‘I just keep an eye on the kids and take the video. That’s it, I swear.’

      She resisted the temptation to kick him in the head. ‘How many kids?’

      ‘I only have six to look after. I don’t know about the others.’

      Astrid’s heart sank into the pit of her guts. ‘Others?’

      She allowed him to move backwards like a crab, pushing into the wall behind him.

      ‘I was recruited online, from the dark web, but I know there are others like me, in cells, doing the same things.’

      Astrid glanced at Lucy as the kid sat on the bed. She seemed as intrigued by his story as Astrid was.

      ‘Tell me how it works,’ she said.

      He took a deep breath. ‘They email me the details, where to pick up the kids, which flats to use, all the dates and times. Then I record everything and upload it to them through a secure server. Then I delete everything. They pay me electronically as well.’

      Astrid glanced at Lucy, a knot bigger than Everest forming in her stomach. Yet, she still had to admire how this operation was being run, using Chuck and other scum like him as if they were terrorist cells, keeping everything separate with no trace back to who was in charge. However, Astrid knew there were always traces, even in the digital darkness of the hidden parts of the internet.

      ‘Do you do all this through a computer?’

      He shook his head. ‘On my smartphone.’

      She moved closer to him. ‘Give it to me.’

      Hesitation drifted over his face for a millisecond before doing as she’d demanded.

      ‘They change their contact details all the time,’ he said.

      Astrid touched the screen. ‘What’s the security code?’ He told her, and she accessed his data. She wanted to know where he was uploading the files and how they made payment. She found those details quickly, but who was behind that information was what she needed, and that would take time. Which meant she couldn’t do it now as she had to get the girl to safety.

      But what to do about him.

      She turned to Lucy. ‘Was he the one who gave you the bruises?’

      The kid lowered her head and nodded.

      He shivered. ‘It was only to keep her under control. There was nothing else.’ His lips trembled as he looked at Lucy. ‘Tell her I didn’t do anything else to you.’

      ‘Go and wait for me downstairs,’ Astrid said to Lucy.

      The teenager slipped off the bed and left the room as Astrid peered at the scumbag against the wall.

      

      Ten minutes later, she was outside, flexing her hands and wondering what she’d do with the girl. Chuck’s phone was in her pocket as she removed her mobile from her jacket. A quick online search showed Astrid where the closest women’s refuge was. It wouldn’t be ideal to leave Lucy there, but she had no other choice: as long as she could convince the kid.

      ‘Come on,’ Astrid said. ‘I’ll take you somewhere safe.’

      They strode through the city, Astrid’s head full of memories of when she’d fled from her hated family and had lived on the streets. She didn’t want any of that for Lucy, didn’t want it for any kid but knew it was the only way of life for far too many.

      ‘Am I going to live with you?’ Lucy said.

      They were only a few minutes from the refuge, and Astrid knew this was the time she had to convince the girl to trust a group of adults she’d never met before.

      Astrid stopped at a street corner. ‘How long have you been homeless?’

      There was sadness and relief in her eyes as she spoke.

      ‘A month. I was living under a bridge when… when this happened to me.’

      Astrid didn’t ask if Lucy would return to her family.

      ‘It’s dangerous out here, on your own. You understand that now, don’t you?’ The girl nodded. ‘I’m going to find who did this to you and the other kids, and I’ll make them stop, but you can’t live on the streets anymore. So I want you to stay with people who have your best interests at heart. Is that okay?’

      Lucy’s shoulders slumped. ‘I suppose so. Will you come and see me when you get back.’

      Astrid smiled at her. ‘I promise I will, Lucy.’

      She hugged the teenager, knowing it was a start.

      But not an end.

      Astrid walked her to the refuge and took her inside. She gave Lucy her mobile number and waited while she settled in. She left ten minutes later, feeling Chuck’s phone pressing against her chest, desperate to get started on uncovering its secrets.
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      A bell was rung over Astrid’s head when she was born. She had no memory of that event in the Catholic hospital beyond what her mother had told her on Astrid’s sixth birthday. Gloria Snow took great pleasure in informing her youngest daughter that the ringing bell was to ward off evil spirits, but it hadn’t worked for her. It was only years later that Astrid learnt that the bell ringing was a tradition in that hospital to make sure the baby’s lips hadn’t turned from pink to blue.

      The bells were ringing in Astrid’s head again as she struggled to crack the code of who had employed Chuck. She’d been a skilled hacker long before joining the Agency but staring at his phone, she knew whoever was behind this operation had greater security skills than she had: which meant she had to go to someone even better.

      She reached over the bed and dragged the laptop to her. Astrid opened the secure browser and logged in to her dark web account. She scrolled down her list of trusted hackers and selected her favourite: Phoenix.

      Astrid sent a message and waited for the reply. Phoenix could be in any time zone, but she knew how glued most hackers were to their screens. While she waited, she went through Chuck’s phone again, hoping to find something she hadn’t the previous three times she’d scrutinised it.

      The minibar was empty – she’d completed that task last night – and her stomach was grumbling. She was about to order a takeaway when Phoenix replied.

      Are these people abusing kids?

      Dozens, perhaps hundreds, Astrid replied.

      What do you have? Phoenix said. Astrid told them. Okay. You’ll need to bring the phone to me.

      She was surprised at that. They’d had an online contact for more than five years, but Astrid had never expected or needed to meet Phoenix in the flesh. She understood the gravity of the situation meant it required drastic measures, but she didn’t fancy travelling halfway around the world to get the answers she wanted. So her second surprise was Phoenix sending her coordinates that weren’t even halfway across the city, no more than two miles from where she was.

      I’ll see you soon, she posted.

      Astrid closed the laptop and dropped Chuck’s phone into her pocket, wondering if she should have asked Phoenix if they had anything to eat at their place.
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      Astrid walked there, not wanting to take a taxi and leave any trail to someone who was, by reputation, notoriously secretive of where they lived. She had no expectation of whom she’d find, but when a sixty-year-old woman met her at the door of a large, expensive house, she had to admit she was surprised.

      ‘I guess I’m not quite what you expected, eh?’

      Astrid didn’t answer as she followed her into the house, standing in the entrance as the woman closed the door, thinking it best to introduce herself since Phoenix had trusted her so much.

      ‘My name is Astrid Snow.’

      Phoenix grinned through a thousand lines covering her face.

      ‘Your dark web name of Naked On My Goat is what drew me to you online, Astrid. I assume you know where that comes from.’

      ‘Of Course. It was Louise Brooks’s autobiography until she destroyed it in a fire before publication.’

      The old woman sighed. ‘Think of what was lost in that blaze.’ Then her eyes sparkled. ‘I’m Phoenix, or to my neighbours, Kitty Constantine. How do you like my home?’

      Astrid studied the room: a large bookcase was so tall it nearly touched the ceiling, creaking under the weight crammed onto its half a dozen shelves. The wood was durable, but its colour had faded over the years. Its precious cargo was an array of reading material; yellowing newspapers reaching back five decades, magazines of every type and dusty books that could have sat there unloved and untouched for years. There was a stack of tacky looking paperbacks, thin volumes whose spines were chipped and torn as if birds had snuck in and nibbled away at the letters printed on the sides. She moved towards them. All the covers were vibrant and vivid: featuring luxurious space vehicles, exotic alien creatures, stunning planetary landscapes, half-naked women and muscular men.

      Reading, music and TV were the things Astrid had used to escape from her life before she got away from the Snow house. Each of those things had given her new worlds to explore and helped ease not only her physical pain but became coping mechanisms for the hyperactivity in her head.

      ‘You like to read?’ Astrid said.

      Kitty grinned. ‘How do you think I acquired all my hacking skills?’

      Astrid returned the smile. ‘You’re a legend on the dark web.’

      Kitty motioned for them to sit, which they did, in luxurious sofas opposite each other, surrounded by a world of books, newspapers and magazines.

      ‘Do you think my compatriots in the internet underworld would be surprised to see Phoenix’s real face?’

      ‘I’m not sure most people would care, Kitty.’

      ‘I’m sure my children would be mortified at the news, but my grandchildren would be delighted.’

      Astrid settled into the sofa. ‘Have you been doing this for a long time?’

      ‘You could say that. I grew up just as computers were becoming accessible to the public, and I had a head for solving problems, with a love of maths, from a very early age. So once I got into the code, I couldn’t get out of it.’

      ‘Why did you become a hacker?’

      Kitty’s teeth were brilliant white as she smiled.

      ‘To make the world a better place, of course.’ She lifted a remote control from the table and turned on the TV on the wall. Astrid peered at the man who was the country’s leader, spouting some lie about how he’d made Britain a fairer place to live. ‘Look at him. He’s the least interesting person in the UK and the one who gets the most attention, more attention than any individual ever born on these isles without a shadow of a doubt. Yet, he’s the end of the line, no beginning, no end, just one tedious bollock that never quite dropped. Because of us, the planet is going to Hell in a handcart, pushed there by pollution and plastics and all the other crap we humans inflict upon nature.’ Kitty pointed at the screen. ‘He can’t even start a coherent sentence, let alone finish one.’ She shook her head. ‘And he’s only one example of what’s wrong with this world.’ Her smile warmed Astrid’s heart. ‘I’m sorry, that was a bit of a rant. But, that’s why I delve into the secrets of the powerful and the privileged to expose their wrongdoings.’

      Astrid removed Chuck’s phone from her pocket and put it on the table.

      ‘As I told you online, there’s information on here that leads to an organisation exploiting and hurting kids in London, and maybe elsewhere.’

      Kitty grabbed a laptop from her feet and connected the phone with a cable. Astrid gave her the password for the mobile, and Phoenix let her wrinkled fingers dance over the keyboard. It took her twenty minutes to find what Astrid was after. She sent the information to a wireless printer, and Astrid heard the device working away behind them.

      ‘If you can get that, Astrid, I’ll tell you what I found.’

      Astrid did as instructed, returning with a list of business names.

      ‘These are linked to whoever employed Chuck?’ Astrid said.

      Kitty nodded. ‘The top one – Crystal Industries – are the people who paid the grubby man who owned that phone. The ten names underneath are every company connected to them, with the last being the parent organisation, the one they all spring from.’

      Astrid read it out. ‘Electro Connect.’ She looked at Kitty. ‘I’ve heard of them.’

      ‘I’m sure most people in the country are aware of the only British organisation that’s manufacturing electric cars, especially since the government gave them billions in grants to get started.’

      Astrid continued to gaze at the name. ‘Electro Connect are behind the child prostitution and blackmail ring?’

      ‘It might not be the whole organisation, perhaps an individual or small group there, but I don’t think this is about money, do you?’

      ‘No,’ Astrid said. ‘I did at first, but I doubt what they’re doing would be worth the risk considering what they already have. So this has to be about blackmail.’ She put the paper on the table. ‘But I only discovered this through what happened in that dive bar.’ She tried to remember who else had been there, only coming up with those goons playing pool. ‘What type of people are they looking to blackmail?’

      ‘The best candidates would be people with influence. You said you were in the Medusa bar when you fell into this, is that right?’

      ‘Yes. It was the only place I could find open that early in the morning.’

      Kitty grinned. ‘I know it, mainly because of the large building not too far away.’

      ‘Christ, I should have realised – it’s close to the Houses of Parliament.’

      ‘Indeed,’ Kitty said, ‘and I can imagine there have been a few MPs indulging in the Medusa’s delights over the years.’

      Astrid chastised herself for missing something so obvious.

      ‘So this is all about blackmailing a politician?’

      ‘It seems likely. But you said Chuck told you there were more of these cells.’

      Astrid nodded. ‘Which means whoever is behind this blackmailing scheme are doing it all over London, probably trying to get lucky with tempting influential people into abusing teenagers.’

      Kitty agreed. ‘That would be a wealth of material they’d have, all in the palms of their grubby hands to use whenever it suited them.’

      Astrid spoke through gritted teeth. ‘It doesn’t matter why they’re doing it, just that I have to stop them exploiting children.’

      ‘How will you do that?’

      ‘Can you hack the Electro Connect servers to get the name of who is making the payments?’

      Kitty leant forward. ‘How remiss of me; I haven’t offered you a drink.’

      ‘I’m fine.’

      She still couldn’t remember the last time she’d eaten, which was why her stomach made a noise like rumbling thunder.

      ‘Oh my,’ Kitty said. ‘Perhaps you’d prefer something to eat? I’ve got a kitchen stocked with food. If you go out of this room and follow the corridor to the bottom, you’ll find it there. So you can make yourself something while I scour Electro Connect’s dirty little secrets.’

      Astrid didn’t argue, following the route and stepping into a kitchen that was bigger than her hotel room. It had every modern convenience you could ever need and was spotlessly clean. She went to the sink and poured herself a glass of water, letting it chill the back of her throat as she considered how to take down one of the biggest companies in the country.

      That’s unless it was a rogue employee hiding behind the Electro Connect name.

      But she couldn’t believe a single individual or a small group were exploiting children, forcing them into prostitution, to blackmail prominent people. And hadn’t Electro Connect been given billions in government money even though plenty had protested about that?

      No, it had to be whoever the head of the company was.

      Astrid opened the fridge and removed a pack of cheddar cheese. She went to the side and found the bread, making the most basic sandwich she could. As a kid, her mother had always rationed Astrid’s food while her sister Courtney could have anything she wanted whenever she wanted it.

      She sometimes found a way around this, sneaking into the kitchen when her father and sister were out of the house while her mother was popping pills upstairs. This was when Astrid acquired the taste for Red Leicester cheese sandwiches covered in brown sauce. They became her only source of nourishment for a long time, but the thought of them now sent a shiver down her spine.

      Who puts brown sauce on cheese?

      Astrid put her food onto a plate and headed back to the living room, feeling guilty for not asking Kitty if she’d wanted anything. Her host was pouring two glasses of whisky as she returned.

      ‘Do you want anything with yours?

      ‘That’s fine,’ Astrid said as she took the drink from her.

      They both returned to their seats, and Kitty held her glass up for a toast.

      ‘Electro Connect is owned by two brothers, Randall and Luke Foden. The files that horrible man uploaded went to an account in both the brothers’ names.’

      Astrid drank a quarter of the whisky, feeling it warm the back of her throat and sparking an idea into her brain.

      ‘I’ve heard of them. They had several other businesses before this one, all of which went bust. They weren’t the first people to think of manufacturing electric cars in Britain to not rely on imports from other countries. Still, I’m guessing they were the only ones to convince the government to provide such generous grants to get the company off the ground.’

      Kitty sipped at her drink. ‘You think they blackmailed someone high up in the cabinet for the funding, and then, because it was such a success, they continued with their dirty blackmail scheme?’

      ‘It sounds plausible,’ Astrid said. ‘When you come from wealth and privilege as they do, power and influence become more important to you than having more money than you could ever spend.’

      ‘So what will you do?’

      Astrid bit through a chunk of ice. ‘I used to work for a secret government organisation called the Agency. I could take what we’ve found to them and let them deal with it.’

      Kitty peered at her. ‘But you don’t want to go back to them?’

      ‘No,’ Astrid said, ‘for several reasons even though the man in charge is my only friend in the world. But it’s not just that. If one or both of the Fodens are involved in blackmailing important people, who’s to say they haven’t already compromised somebody at the Agency.’

      ‘That still leaves the question of what you’ll do about the brothers. They are reclusive.’

      Astrid chewed on her sandwich, tasting the cheddar as it slipped down her throat. She pondered that question as the phone vibrated in her pocket.

      ‘I need to get an introduction to them.’

      Kitty finished her whisky. ‘That’s easier said than done.’ Astrid’s phone pinged again. ‘Perhaps you should check that. Didn’t you say you’d given that poor young girl your phone number?’

      Astrid removed her mobile and read the two texts, surprised to see them from someone she’d only met the other day.

      Before all this had started.

      She put her phone away and placed the plate on the table. Then she got up.

      ‘I’ve been invited to a party.’

      ‘That’s wonderful,’ Kitty said. ‘I always loved parties in my younger days.’ She stood as well. ‘You know, I can think of one way of you getting a private audience with the Fodens, but it’s risky.’

      ‘Tell me.’

      Kitty grabbed a pen and piece of paper and wrote down a name and number.

      ‘Call this and tell them Phoenix sent you. This woman can get you into a meeting with anyone in the city, even Royalty.’

      Astrid stared at the name. ‘Yara Bronze: facilitator.’ She put the paper into her pocket. ‘Does she have connections in the criminal underworld?’

      Kitty laughed. ‘Don’t we all, Astrid?’

      They laughed together as Kitty showed her out of the house. She gave Astrid one last thing before she left.

      ‘A USB Microdrive?’ Astrid said.

      ‘Connect it to the Electro Connect servers, and it will work its magic. After telling me what you needed in our dark web chat, I created a search and retrieve algorithm to get you copies of all the files Chuck uploaded to the servers. Then you can use the information to do what you want with the bastards behind this vile scheme.’

      She thanked Kitty for everything then stepped into the street.

      Astrid tried not to think of what she was about to do to the people behind the blackmailing scheme, concentrating on her invite to the party tomorrow night.
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      Astrid ignored the unopened bottle of wine on the table, focusing on the stack of CDs near it instead. No one had taken charge of the music yet, always her priority on the rare occasion she attended parties, and she made a beeline for them. The first pile contained jazz music and the Grateful Dead, so she gave them a wide berth. The next lot provided more harmonious fruit, including the second Velvet Underground album, a collection of Doors singles and, most surprisingly, Kick out the Jams by the MC5. She slipped open the plastic case to be disappointed by the sight of a Take That album. A woman with short pink hair sighed next to her.

      ‘It’s one of Mark’s little jokes, swapping the rock CDs for Helen’s pop collection.’

      Astrid didn’t know who Mark or Helen was, raising her eyebrows in mock surprise at the woman.

      ‘I’m only here for the free food.’

      She slipped out of the kitchen and into the living room, searching for what she was really there for. Mary was five years younger than her, dark brown hair cut short like Mia Farrow, and eyes so green it was like staring into emerald jewellery. They’d met in the library, bumping hips as Astrid flicked through a biography of Sylvia Plath while Mary made notes in the pages of an Emily Dickinson collection. Astrid had pointed at the book.

      ‘You can get arrested for that.’

      Those green eyes sparkled loud enough for Astrid to think somebody might toss them out for causing so much noise; until she realised the sounds were only inside her head.

      ‘Sometimes, the only things worth doing in life are the ones which get you in trouble.’

      Astrid agreed but thought she should offer a word of caution.

      ‘Joe Orton was imprisoned for defacing library books.’

      The woman Astrid would soon know as Mary Jones placed one hand on her heart as she laughed.

      ‘Oh, I think what Mr Orton and Mr Halliwell did was much more than that; it was their way of creating art. Poking fun at the establishment at the same time was a bonus.’

      Astrid felt like grabbing her throbbing chest. Finding someone possessing beauty, brains, and an appreciation of culture was a rare thing indeed.

      ‘Well, stealing library books to doctor the dust jacket and then return them to the shelves was hardly the greatest crime in history, but it’s a shame more people haven’t done it over the years. And not only in libraries: imagine how many bookshops would be improved with a creative doctoring of some of the terrible books published every year.’

      Mary nodded. ‘I agree.’ She glanced around them. ‘Where would you start in here?’

      She stepped closer to the other woman, reaching behind her to remove a volume and get a whiff of Mary’s jasmine perfume. The hairs on the back of her neck sprang to life as she read out the blurb on the book.

      ‘Newly promoted Detective Inspector Bill Cosmo is reassigned to the drugs squad. His first case: to investigate a notorious south London drug lord known as the Snake.’

      Mary grimaced. ‘I find police procedurals boring.’

      Astrid shook her head. ‘Oh, I love them. There’s a certain London based female detective I always find engaging, but this blurb needs a Joe Orton makeover.’ She shook the book. ‘Something like this: Grumpy bastard Detective Inspector Bill Cosmo has just returned to work after his enforced leave, an absence brought about by damaging his groin at an underground fetish sex party. Then he’s assigned to investigate a notorious south London drug lord known as the Snake. But the Snake just so happens to be Cosmo’s ex-lover, and it won’t be long before Bill Cosmo uncovers more than he bargained for.’

      Mary Jones leant forward, putting her hand on Astrid’s arm, and struggled to contain her laughter. She inhaled Mary’s hairspray, and it was like helium rushing into a balloon. When she stopped laughing, she peered at Astrid.

      ‘Do you want to come to my house for a party?’

      She didn’t need to ask twice.

      Now, at that party, Astrid took her seat opposite Mary, the table filled with lawyers and bankers, entrepreneurs and doctors. She had nothing in common with them, intrigued by how Mary knew these people. She spent an interminable two hours talking to the rest of the guests, only getting Mary on her own when everyone had left.

      Mary finished her wine and stared at her. ‘Did you enjoy yourself?’

      ‘I can think of better ways to spend my time.’

      She raised her eyebrows and put down the glass.

      ‘Why, Ms Snow, whatever do you have in mind?’

      Astrid took her by the waist and pulled her across the table, scattering plates and glasses across the floor. Mary clawed at Astrid’s clothes, dragging her nails down her arms and drawing blood. They fell onto the carpet with their lips glued together. Sixty seconds or an eternity later, they stood and uncoupled.

      ‘Where’s your bedroom?’

      She grabbed Astrid’s hand and dragged her there. They kissed again before Mary thrust her onto the bed. Then she opened the wardrobe and removed two leather wrist shackles. She rattled them towards Astrid.

      ‘It’s time to get serious, Ms Snow.’
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      It had been a welcome distraction from the Electro Connect business, her dalliance with Mary. Still, Astrid knew she had to confront the Fodens sooner rather than later if she was going to prevent more kids from getting hurt.

      The last thing she’d expected to see when she returned to her hotel room was a decapitated head staring at her from the middle of the bed. As she closed the door behind her, she made a mental note never to pick the cheapest place available again.

      She scanned the room, searching for potential danger. It was so small there were only two places anybody could hide: in the bathroom or under the bed. To get out of the bathroom, the door had to be pulled towards you, which limited any amount of surprise an attacker might have. Similarly, with the bed, a person would have to roll from under it and then jump up.

      She inched towards the bed, realising the head couldn’t stare at her since its eyes had been removed. Two dark pits gave the skull the appearance of something used as a prop in a TV show or movie, but the stench of death told her it was real. There was no blood anywhere, indicating the murder was completed elsewhere, and then the head was brought to her room.

      Even without the eyes, there were distinctive features on what appeared to be a middle-aged man: a hefty nose with a crescent scar on the right side, an open mouth showing two gold teeth in the middle which Astrid assumed were fake, and a large mole just under the yellowing pallor of the chin.

      That’s when she recognised him: Chuck.

      The man used Lucy for prostitution and blackmail until Astrid had stopped him: Chuck, connected to Electro Connect and the Foden brothers.

      She picked up one of the hotel’s monogrammed pens and used it to prize open his mouth, finding the missing eyeballs inside. Astrid cleaned her fingerprints off the pen and placed it on the head.

      This was a message to her: forget what you saw and keep your mouth shut.

      Did this mean that Lucy and Kitty were also in danger?

      Astrid removed her phone and switched it on. At this point, any normal person would have called the police to report a crime, but all she did was find the camera app and take a few photos of the head. Then she wrapped the head in the top sheet and stuffed it into a plastic bag. She picked it up and left the room, examining the lock as she went; there was no damage to it. The reception was empty as she exited, but the trickle of hairs on the back of her neck told her someone was watching her.

      Astrid walked out of the hotel and turned into the backstreet next to the building. There was a large dumpster against the wall, where she dropped the head from the bedsheet. She stuffed the sheet back into the bag strode down the alley and out at the end.

      She continued towards the abandoned industrial wasteland under the bridge and near the river. Astrid headed for the scattered fires started by the homeless, ignoring the few grumbles aimed her way and dropped the bag and sheet into the largest set of flames. The heat consumed the evidence as she turned to the iron railing overlooking the Thames.

      The phone was warm as she removed it from her jacket. It had once belonged to the Agency, a government organisation dedicated to sorting out the problems the traditional intelligence agencies couldn’t.

      I should call them now, speak to George and tell him everything since I saw Lucy in the Medusa bar.

      It’s precisely what she should have done, got a professional organisation with its many resources to deal with this situation. But she didn’t. Instead, she got the piece of paper Kitty had given her and called the number on it. The stillness of the night flowed through her as a woman answered on the other end.

      ‘Phoenix said you could help me,’ Astrid said.

      The woman’s voice was the purest silk, low and soft to the ears.

      ‘Are you sure you can afford my help?’

      Astrid wasn’t sure of anything. ‘I’ll pay whatever it takes.’

      ‘We’ll see. I’ll text you the directions.’

      Then she hung up. The text was immediate, an address on the other side of the city.

      Astrid called for a taxi and readied herself to meet Yara Bronze.

      Facilitator.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      It was a man who let her into the house, a huge building Astrid guessed only the very rich could afford. He was old and bald as an egg, dressed like a butler from some 1930s mystery novel. He led Astrid into the bowels of the house and a large room.

      Then he left her alone.

      She wandered around, amazed at what she saw. Jars of entombed dead insects lined the walls; a mangled scorpion in one, mummified beetles in another, while a frozen eagle’s head stared out of one bottle, peering at the crabs stacked on top of each other and held together by a thin piece of wood piercing them down the middle. A shabby copy of Darwin’s Origin of the Species was a bookend to the jars. Opposite that were shelves stuffed with encyclopedias, models of cars and aeroplanes, a telescope, and a microscope which appeared to have a single eyeball under its lens.

      Strange thoughts fluttered inside Astrid’s head like birds trapped in a cage.

      Then she realised she wasn’t alone, seeing the woman sitting in a large seat resembling a throne. It wasn’t the woman’s dazzling smile that unnerved Astrid but the music coming from her teeth. The opening chords of Beethoven’s Symphony No. 9 were a strange thing to hear seeping out of the person she’d gone there to see.

      Yara Bronze stroked the small dog in her lap, her eyes as wide as frying pans as she grinned at Astrid.

      ‘The tinnitus in my ears had become so strong I put a gun to my skull and was two seconds away from pulling the trigger.’ The music in her teeth lessened to barely a whisper. ‘But my mother always liked to call me a fighter when she was punching me in the head, so I wasn’t going to give up on life so easily. A doctor of my acquaintance had spent time performing terrible experiments on patients without using any anaesthetic, and she found that tiny sounds broadcast somewhere else in the body could distract from the ringing in the ears.’ She dropped the dog onto the floor, and it didn’t look happy. ‘So, I had most of my teeth removed and had micro speakers installed in the replacements. These have a Bluetooth connection which I can play music through.’

      As Yara finished speaking, Astrid flinched at the start of the Ride of the Valkyries bursting from the other woman’s mouth.

      Astrid didn’t know how to respond, so she blurted out why she was there.

      ‘My name is Astrid Snow, and I want you to arrange a meeting for me with those who own Electro Connect, the Foden brothers.’

      The Valkyrie continued to ride like a low hum as Yara Bronze spoke above the music.

      ‘People often pretend to want things they don’t actually want, so that nobody can see them failing to get what they need – that, or they teach themselves to stop wanting altogether. Not wanting anything, as Taddeo observes, is the safest thing in the world. So tell me, Astrid Snow, why do you want to meet the most elusive people in London?’

      Astrid told this unusual woman the truth. ‘I need to prevent them from hurting more children.’

      Yara pushed her hands together. ‘Pain is what makes us who we are. I joined the army when I was eighteen, only leaving when my father was diagnosed with cancer. I stayed by his side for four years until it finally took him from me, seeing his pain for every single day of those four years. Do you know what my father did for a living, Ms Snow?’

      Astrid shook her head. ‘No.’

      Yara reached down to stroke the dog at her feet as Jim Morrison’s low voice sang about people being strange.

      ‘My dear old dad was a career criminal, Astrid, rising through the ranks to control a successful empire in this city. I inherited that empire on his death. Oh, there were a few protests – from men who couldn’t bear to be usurped, especially by a woman – but my military training had taught me how to deal with them. And there were still plenty who were loyal to my father and so were faithful to me. Does that offend your sensibilities, that I run a crime empire?’

      ‘As fascinating as this is, Yara, all I care about at the moment is Electro Connect and the Foden brothers.’

      Yara nodded. ‘I agree, Astrid. I’ve ceased a lot of the things my father made money from: there’s no prostitution, no abuse of women, no crime against innocent people.’

      Astrid couldn’t help but laugh. ‘You’re an ethical criminal organisation?’

      Yara joined in with the laughter. ‘Yes, you could say that. I think it’s the way of the future. The only way we can save the planet from our destructive nature is by channelling that nature to force the wrong type of criminals to do what’s right for the good of humanity.’

      ‘You sound like a twenty-first-century Robin Hood.’

      Police and Thieves by The Clash rattled out of her teeth, and Astrid was sure Bronze was choosing the music on purpose.

      ‘Perhaps, Ms Snow, but I think I look so much better in tights.’

      ‘Can you get me in to see the Foden brothers?’

      ‘Yes, if you can pay the fee.’

      ‘How much is it?’ Astrid said.

      Yara Bronze grabbed the dog and sat it on her knee. ‘I don’t need more money, Ms Snow.’

      ‘So what do you want, Ms Bronze?’

      She tickled the pup’s chin. ‘Tell me about your relationship with your father.’

      Thinking of Lawrence again sent a shiver down Astrid’s spine.

      ‘Why? Are you going to psychoanalyse me?’

      Yara Bronze shrugged. ‘I like to get to know the people I’m working with.’

      Astrid sighed. ‘From an early age, he abused me physically and emotionally. He hit me every day, making sure the bruises were always on parts of my body that nobody would see. Unless I showed them, which I never did. My older sister, Courtney, encouraged this behaviour and regularly enjoyed watching it. My mother knew what was happening but did nothing about it.’

      Yara peered at Astrid. ‘Unfortunately, terrible parents are everywhere. What did you do?’

      ‘Eventually, I ran away from home but not before reporting Lawrence – my father – to those he worked for, the police.’

      Yara nearly dropped the dog. ‘Your father was a copper?’

      ‘He was a high-ranking police officer when my testimony put him behind bars. Even with what I said, with the scars I showed them, many still believed him and thought I lied about the whole thing. My mother died while he was in prison, something else my sister blamed me for.’

      ‘Are you in touch with them now?’

      Astrid sighed. ‘I haven’t seen Lawrence since the trial but have, reluctantly, made contact with my sister again.’

      ‘Are you hoping she’ll apologise to you?’

      Astrid jerked forward as she laughed. ‘Seeking the impossible is never a good thing, Yara. No, a few years ago, I discovered that Courtney had a daughter and, for some unknown reason, I had to see my niece, if only for one time.’

      Yara shook her head. ‘I don’t think the reason is unknown, Astrid. You’re concerned for your niece’s safety just like you are for the girl Lucy and all the others exploited and abused by Electro Connect. How is your relationship with your sister now?’

      ‘Frosty on both sides. The scars go far too deep for anything to change between us, but I have formed a bond with Olivia, my niece. Things were going okay until the old troubles between my sister and me flared up again. She said I was a bad influence on Olivia.’

      ‘In what way?’

      ‘Well, I was teaching Olivia to defend herself and how to use a knife, so Courtney wasn’t best pleased when she found out. But, on the other hand, the kid loved it.’

      Perhaps teaching a child how to fight and hold a kitchen knife with deadly intent was not the most sensible thing I’ve done in my life.

      ‘Just when I think I’m getting to know you, Astrid Snow, you surprise me again. Why would you do such a thing?’

      ‘Olivia was the same age I was when he started beating me. She needed to be able to protect herself, and I didn’t trust Courtney to do it, not after she enjoyed watching me suffer all those years.’

      ‘Was your father in her life then?’

      ‘No, but there was always the threat he might return. Even if he wasn’t there, there are always other dangers around. From the age of five until now, hardly a day has passed when some man or boy hasn’t harassed me. You must know what I’m talking about?’

      Yara nodded.

      ‘Yes, we need to protect ourselves at all times.’ She gazed deep into Astrid’s eyes. ‘What will you do to the Foden brothers if you discover one or both of them are exploiting and abusing children?’

      She moved closer to the other woman, only just realising there had been no music coming from Yara’s teeth since Astrid had started recounting the troubles of her childhood.

      ‘What would you suggest I do, Ms Bronze?’

      Yara smiled. ‘Well, I could hardly recommend you take them to the police, could I?’

      Astrid returned the smile. ‘So what should I do with them?’

      Yara pulled the mutt closer to her. ‘I don’t think you need me to tell you how to deal with people like that, Ms Snow, do I?’

      Astrid got up. ‘No, you don’t. Will you organise a meeting?’

      The dog yawned as Yara nodded. ‘I’ll text you the details when it’s arranged.’

      ‘Thank you,’ Astrid said as she turned to leave.

      The butler was there to show her out, just as she heard David Bowie singing about heroes behind her.
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      Astrid was gazing into Mary Jones’s sleeping face when she got the text from Yara. She slipped out of bed without waking Mary and went into the living room. She hadn’t known what to expect when going to Mary’s place after leaving Yara Bronze’s house, but the welcome was warm enough to convince her to stay the night. Not that she’d needed much convincing.

      Now she was worried she might have put her in danger. Whoever had killed Chuck and left his head in Astrid’s hotel room might look to harm other people she knew: that included Lucy, Kitty, and now Mary.

      And what about Olivia and Courtney?

      Not that she cared what happened to her sister, but she didn’t want to leave her niece an orphan.

      No, it wouldn’t come to that. Whoever had tracked her from Chuck to the hotel wouldn’t know who she was, even if someone at the hotel had given them her name. She took a deep breath and read the message from Bronze: a digital invite to a media event at Electro Connect headquarters that night.

      ‘You can take a plus one, but it has to be smart attire.’ Mary’s breath on her neck made Astrid’s legs tremble. ‘Considering I’ve never seen you wear anything but jeans, I’m not sure they’ll let you into such a fancy gathering.’

      Astrid dropped the phone onto the bookshelf as she turned around, throwing both arms around Mary’s waist.

      ‘So what would you suggest, Ms Jones?’

      Mary’s emerald eyes sparkled as she spoke.

      ‘Well, we could go shopping this afternoon or….’

      The blood in Astrid’s veins sped through her body like a freight train driven to the max.

      ‘Or what?’

      Mary ran her tongue over her top lip.

      ‘Or we could stay here all day and have some fun, and you can borrow some of my clothes for tonight. We’re about the same size.’

      Astrid pulled Mary closer to her, the heat increasing between them.

      ‘That does sound like a good idea, but I think I might have to explore your body some more to see if we’re the same size.’

      Mary grinned at her. ‘Explore away, Ms Snow.’
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      Ten hours later, they were stepping out of a lift into the glittering surroundings of the Electro Connect offices in Canary Wharf. They wore matching long dresses, with Mary in dark blue and Astrid in vibrant red.

      Astrid pulled at the material at her hips. ‘I can’t remember the last time I wore a dress, never mind one this tight.’

      Mary grabbed two glasses of fizz from a tray and laughed.

      ‘It’s fine, so stop worrying about it.’

      Astrid ran two fingers over her stomach. ‘That’s easy for you to say, Mrs I Do Three Hours On An Exercise Bike Every Day.’

      How will I move in this damn dress if I get into a fight?

      She handed Astrid a drink. ‘Surely somebody whose job is spending all day trading in stocks and shares gets enough time to work out a little.’

      At the party, Astrid had told Mary that she worked from home, sitting in front of a computer, buying and selling things that only existed electronically. She felt terrible about lying to her but, after working so long for the Agency, the duplicitous cover story had tumbled out of her before she could stop herself.

      She took a drink and enjoyed the bubbles bouncing down her throat.

      ‘I’ll have you know, Ms Jones, that I got plenty of exercise last night and today.’

      Mary’s laugh made Astrid’s flesh shiver. ‘Well, we might have to increase that regime to compensate you sitting behind a desk all day.’ She glanced around the room, staring at the privileged people. ‘Remind me why you’re here again.’

      Astrid threaded her arm through Mary’s, and they walked amongst the other guests.

      ‘I told you. I’m thinking of investing in Electro Connect, so I wangled myself an invite to this little soirée to see if I can have a chat with either of the Fodens.’

      She guided Mary to the window, where they peered through the glass at the city below. The buildings around them sparkled with brilliant lights like a giant Christmas tree made of concrete. Vivid reds and blues illuminated the river, giving the Thames a slightly psychedelic look. The shimmering water twisted through like a snake as Astrid thought about her favourite PJ Harvey album.

      Then her thoughts turned to the Fodens and the Electro Connect servers in the building.

      ‘I guess you know what you’re doing,’ Mary said. ‘And electric cars aren’t just the future anymore – they’re the present.’

      Astrid hated driving, so she didn’t really care, though she knew it was important for the planet. But what was important to her now was finding those servers. She cradled her drink as she glanced around the room, scrutinising the people but unable to find either of the brothers.

      Were they waiting to make a grand entrance for this media show?

      Mary touched Astrid on the shoulder. ‘I’ve seen an old school friend. Are you okay if I leave you alone for a bit?’

      ‘Of course,’ Astrid said. Then I can slip off to explore this place. ‘You take your time.’

      She watched her walk towards a group at the far end of the room. Then Astrid looked for someone who could tell her what she wanted. She moved awkwardly in the dress and shoes Mary had lent her, holding on to the purse that was her own. It contained her phone and the USB device Yara Bronze had given her.

      If I get proof of the blackmail videos uploaded to Electro Connect’s servers, then what?

      The question lingered at the back of her head as she mingled with the crowd. She couldn’t tell who worked for Electro Connect and the guests, so she was unsure who to speak to. Then Luke and Randall Foden entered the room. Her research had told her Luke was the oldest by nine months, but, from what she’d read online, Randall was the driving force behind the company and the brothers.

      The chatter reduced as the Fodens walked onto a small stage, standing in front of a large screen and behind a podium. Randall smiled at the audience, his blue eyes sparkling and – even from where Astrid stood – she could sense the charm ready to burst out of him. Luke appeared nervous next to him, his gaze darting everywhere, hovering over Astrid for a second before returning to his brother, who held out his hands and addressed a captive crowd.

      ‘Thank you for coming, everyone.’ His grin illuminated the room. ‘Today is a momentous event, not only for Electro Connect but for Britain and the world.

      He glanced at someone Astrid couldn’t see, and the large screen behind him flickered into life. The company logo of a large E intertwined with an A filled the screen before it quickly changed to video clips of the military at work, soldiers, sailors and pilots going about their business to protect the country.

      Are we going to war?

      Randall must have read her mind. ‘Don’t worry, folks, we’re not about to invade anywhere.’ His smile was beginning to annoy Astrid. ‘But let me introduce you to our special guest for this presentation.’

      He turned to the side, and a small, bald man walked onto the stage. Astrid recognised the newcomer and knew things were going downhill fast as Randall introduced the Secretary of State for Defence.

      ‘Ladies and gentleman, I give you George Martin.’

      A woman in a dark suit with piercing green eyes sidled up to Astrid.

      ‘How apt, given to us like a present nobody wants.’

      Astrid peered at her, already submerged underneath that emerald gaze.

      ‘What?’

      It was all she could think to say, unable to hear what Foden and Martin were saying to the audience in unison. The woman held out her hand, and Astrid shook it, the warmth of her touch sending shivers down her spine.

      ‘I’m Cordelia Chase, Head of IT at this sorry excuse of a company.’ She let go of Astrid’s hand. ‘And you are?’

      ‘Astrid Snow, a freelance journalist, specialising in new technology features in the business world.’

      Chase narrowed her eyes. ‘How fortuitous for us to meet like this, though I have to say, Astrid, I don’t remember seeing your name on the guestlist.’

      Astrid struggled with a reply when the noise increased from the stage. She glanced at the screen, seeing columns of tanks and other military vehicles gliding across some unknown countryside.

      ‘Electro Connect has signed a contract with the government to provide electronic vehicles for the military?’

      Chase nodded. ‘Indeed, for ten years. It’s worth billions and, considering I have shares in the company, I should be delighted.’

      Astrid could feel Chase’s touch on her skin. ‘But you’re not?’

      ‘I didn’t sign up for this to sell machinery to the industrial-military complex.’ She nodded at the brothers, who were now going around the room and shaking hands. Astrid couldn’t see Mary anywhere. ‘I don’t know how they do it; they’re not exactly the brightest bulbs in the ceiling.’

      ‘I guess it’s not what you know, but who you know that counts.’

      Cordelia Chase smiled at her. ‘And what is it you’d like to know, Astrid?’

      ‘Can you show me the servers and explain how everything works? I’ve heard Electro Connect’s rapid rise to prominence is to do with a new advanced microchip the company developed.’

      Chase laughed. ‘Are you an industrial spy, Ms Snow?’

      Astrid returned the laugh. ‘Of course not, Ms Chase.’

      There was silence between them for five seconds before Chase grabbed Astrid’s arm.

      ‘For some reason, I don’t believe you.’ She pulled Astrid towards a door behind them. ‘But I also don’t care.’

      They went through the door towards a lift, Chase still hanging onto her. Astrid didn’t mind, both intrigued and excited. But she hadn’t forgotten what she was there for. And Chase might have the answers she needed.

      They got into the lift, and Chase hit a button to take them down.

      ‘Why don’t you leave if you don’t like what the company is doing?’ Astrid said.

      Chase let go of her and pushed her back into the metal behind her.

      ‘I’ve thought about it, but,’ she hesitated and gazed deep into Astrid’s face, ‘I think the brothers are up to something, and I’m not quite sure what it is.’

      As they descended, Astrid decided to tell Chase the truth of why she was in the building.

      ‘Maybe you could help me?’ Astrid said as the lift stopped and the door opened.

      Chase didn’t move. ‘The Fodens are forcing teenagers into prostitution to blackmail influential people?’

      ‘It might not be them – though it seems likely – but somebody here has been receiving the blackmail videos through Electro Connect’s servers.’

      Astrid heard the hum of the computers ahead of them as Chase stood frozen to the spot.

      She put a hand to her face. ‘I can’t believe it.’ Then she lowered her head. ‘I don’t want to believe it.’

      Astrid put her hand on Chase’s arm. ‘Together, we can stop this.’

      Her lips trembled as she spoke. ‘How?’

      ‘Take me to the servers, and I’ll show you.’

      They stepped out of the lift, and Cordelia led them down the corridor and through a door. The hum of machines greeted Astrid as they went inside, a song of blue fire that made the hairs on her arms stand on end.

      ‘What now?’ Cordelia said.

      Astrid scanned the room, searching for other people, relieved to see they were on their own. She removed the USB device from her purse and handed it to Cordelia.

      ‘Connect this to a server, and it will do all the work of retrieving the blackmail videos.’

      Cordelia cradled it in her palm. ‘How will it prove the Fodens are involved?’

      ‘It won’t.’

      The voice came from behind them. Astrid turned to see Randall Foden pointing a gun at her while his brother had his arm around Mary’s neck.

      Astrid controlled her breathing. ‘Is this the two of you admitting your involvement in murder, blackmail, prostitution and the abduction of children?’

      ‘Murder?’ Cordelia said.

      ‘None of that matters,’ Randall Foden said. ‘We’ve caught an industrial spy and a traitor on our premises. But, unfortunately, in confusion, both were shot and killed.’

      ‘And nothing will happen to you two because of your connections in the government?’

      Randall grinned at her. ‘It’s not what you know but who you know, Snow.’

      ‘You got my name from the hotel?’ Astrid said.

      ‘It wasn’t that difficult.’

      She kept an eye on the gun. ‘Did you pay someone to kill Chuck?’

      He shrugged. ‘People will do anything for money.’

      ‘And power,’ she said. ‘And influence.’

      He moved towards her. ‘It’s a shame about you, Cordelia. I thought you were doing a grand job, but Luke never liked you.’

      ‘That’s because I kept turning down his advances,’ Cordelia said.

      Astrid peered deep into his eyes. ‘What about Mary?’

      Randall laughed. ‘I’ll let my brother keep her for a while. He does like his pets, though they never enjoy it.’

      He was close enough to her that Astrid thought - with the proper distraction - she could get the gun from him.

      She looked at Mary and nodded.

      Mary snapped her head back and hit Luke in the guts. His scream was the distraction Astrid needed as Randall took his gaze from her. She grabbed his wrist, twisting it to snap the bone. His shriek matched his brother’s as he dropped to the floor.

      The two of them writhed together as Astrid collected the gun. Then she checked on Mary.

      ‘Are you okay?’

      Mary nodded and brushed at her dress. ‘That idiot tore a hole in the back of this.’

      She turned around to show Astrid the slit revealing her spine.

      ‘Don’t worry,’ Astrid said. ‘I’ll buy you a new one.’ Then she went to Cordelia. ‘How are you?’

      ‘I’m fine.’ She held the USB device in her fingers. ‘I’ll attach this to a server, but what if there isn’t enough evidence to connect those two scumbags?’

      Astrid smiled at her. ‘I’ve got that covered.’

      She removed the phone from her purse, seeing it still recording. She’d pressed the button when they’d entered the room.

      Then she went to Mary and asked her to call the police.

      As she did that, Astrid watched the brothers curled up on the floor, lying next to each other as if they’d returned to the womb.

      Then she looked at the tear in the back of Mary’s dress.

      I guess that will rip right off with the proper pressure.
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      The vacant stare in his eyes convinced Elizabeth her husband was gone.

      Imagine your life stolen from you; each moment scooped from your head like an industrial digger, cutting into your mind and dumping all your personality and memories into a recycle bin beyond your grasp. Yet, somewhere out of sight, in the shadows of your skull, there are phantoms of people and places you used to know.

      Elizabeth experienced this each day as she saw the dementia destroying Charles. She knew only death would give one of them a release.

      ‘Get out of my house!’ he shouted as the ceramic Gustav Klimt vase smashed against the wall behind her and shattered into a thousand pieces. He’d bought it for Elizabeth for her thirtieth birthday.

      Miniature shards of it flew into her neck like a bitter caress.

      How had it come to this?

      Tiny bits of The Kiss scattered around her, his face twisted into a vile pastiche of its former self with blue eyes burnt black with fury. His once smart dark hair transformed into strands of dull grey, badly cut where he’d taken a pair of scissors to his head one morning when she was at the shops. The scars ran across his flesh like minuscule external stamps of a much greater internal pain.

      ‘I hate you, Elizabeth!’

      She took some comfort from his words. At least he recognised her this time. The last two years had eroded the happy and wonderful twenty-eight from before. Her sanity and patience were as bankrupt as their funds. Those finances were paltry. She only had a meagre State pension to look after them both, while Charles had lost his business once his health worsened and she discovered they owed thousands in unpaid bills and taxes. They didn’t own their house, and it was a struggle to meet the rent every month, never mind the other expenses. If she couldn’t pay, they’d be homeless, and if they were on the streets with his condition, there would be the constant threat of Charles being forced into a State prison masquerading as a care facility.

      However, the finances were the least of her worries since it was the loss of the man she adored which devastated her. Dementia had stolen his ability to tell her he loved her and removed his capacity to control his actions. He was a stranger in his body, but she promised never to leave him, no matter what.

      ‘Have you thought of applying for the Mercy Sleep?’

      Her friend, Julie, was the first to mention the State-sanctioned form of euthanasia. Just the name of it made Elizabeth’s stomach churn as she imagined foul-smelling chemicals injected into his pale veins. There were rumours of worse methods used to save money: a single bullet to the head, a swing of the axe to the back of the skull – even starvation.

      Elizabeth pushed the images away, staring at Charles as he peered out the window, shouting at something only he saw. If she waited long enough, there would be a glimpse of joy in his eyes when she least expected it.

      Five years ago, his behaviour changed, and his personality transformed into someone she didn’t recognise. Initially, the changes were subtle, forgetting birthdays and anniversaries, mixing names up, gradually getting more dramatic – snapping at her for no reason, threatening to harm her when he’d been the gentlest man she’d ever known. Finally, Charles stopped being kind and respectful and became direct and insulting, having no filter for social norms or other people’s feelings; everything which came from his mouth was uncensored. Often he would stare at her with contempt.

      Elizabeth checked online to see if she could get any help from the State with his disorder and care, but they defined what he had as a non-medical requirement; for them, it was a social condition and so not eligible for residential support.

      She put off taking him to the doctor because of the expense and the stigma. Things came to a head when he wandered into the next-door neighbour’s party. Elizabeth had turned her back for one second when he slipped out of their house and submerged himself in the swimming pool, throwing toy ducks into the air and blowing cigarette smoke into the faces of the kids. They screamed as the adults ran towards the overflowing pink plastic and dragged Charles from the water. The fact he was naked didn’t help.

      They threw him to the ground, and she wished he’d got cancer or some other fatal disease. At least if it was that they could talk and laugh together, remember all the good times they’d had during such a happy marriage. There was no love, no sharing, and no togetherness with this.

      ‘I know someone who’ll be discrete, a doctor we can go to.’ Julie had seen the decline in Charles. Her father had been diagnosed with dementia when there was still a proper care system in place and recognised what plagued him. But since then, government funding for research into the condition had withered away, like all social provisions for people unable to look after themselves. So unless you had the resources to pay for private healthcare, you only had two choices: look after the person at home or give them up for the Mercy Sleep. This was the official solution for dealing with those who’d become a burden to society, a liability to themselves.

      And Elizabeth would never give Charles up for that.

      So she allowed Julie to take them to a doctor. The medical centre was in one of the poorest parts of town, a million miles away from the health facilities only a few could afford. The three of them took the bus there, Charles rushing to sit upstairs as if he was a young boy again. Elizabeth prayed he wouldn’t have an incident. To display any mental instability in public would be an immediate black mark on both their records. If she couldn’t keep him under control, there was the risk of being placed in custody, where appropriate help would be non-existent.

      The State called them National Care Centres, but they were little more than prisons for those with mental health issues. Like everybody else, Elizabeth heard the horror stories surrounding the NCCs, and she’d promised herself Charles would never end up there. She still had some hope the people’s medical centre could ease some of his problems. These centres had no government or private funding. The few that were left survived on charity and donations.

      An aroma of dead animals and human waste assaulted Elizabeth’s senses as they got off the bus. They dodged the wild dogs sniffing around the rubbish strewn across the street. She ignored the whispers slipping from the shadowed corners leading to the building. The ground floor had been converted into small units housing beds for the homeless, while the makeshift medical centre was upstairs underneath the stained glass windows.

      She’d spent the last of her savings visiting the doctor and receiving the scans of her husband’s brain. The tests took most of the afternoon, and the diagnosis wasn’t good: frontotemporal dementia. There were black holes behind Charles’s eyes and close to the ears, where cells had shrunk and died.

      And they were getting bigger.

      Charles stared at the images. ‘I like those photographs. They look like giant avocados with dark canals crisscrossing them.’ He’d been a keen amateur avant-garde photographer when they’d first met. As he spoke, lucid and calm, it jogged her memory of the photos he used to take: of fashion models covered in tiny plastic eyes, a row of monkeys, descending in size, sat on a horse, and that time he asked her to wear a dress made from real flowers for a magazine shoot. But those were the days when art, like science, wasn’t frowned upon and creativity wasn’t perceived as dangerous to the social order.

      ‘I’m sorry,’ the doctor said to Elizabeth as Charles poked around the insides of the skeleton hanging against the far wall of the office. ‘There’s nothing to be done. Think about this, for your benefit and his.’ She handed Elizabeth a small card, and she recognised the logo on the front. She dropped it into her purse before Charles saw what it was.

      Elizabeth wanted to hold his hands on the bus ride back, but he clutched those scans to his chest as if he could absorb what was on them, and it would cure the blackness infecting his brain. When they returned home, he switched on the TV and stared at a channel playing repetitive drone music; it had a soothing effect on them both. As he sat there transfixed by the sounds, Elizabeth went into her bedroom. They’d been sleeping separately once his violent night-time incidents had got out of control. She thought about what the doctor had given her before whispering the words to herself.

      ‘The Mercy Sleep. Dignified dying for the terminally ill.’

      On the other side of the card were the contact details for the State-run groups providing the service. And their tagline.

      We’re here to do what you cannot.

      Elizabeth went to the door and peered through the gap to check that Charles was okay, relieved to see him staring at the screen. Then, she returned to her bedroom and turned on the wall TV, flicking through the channels until she found the one dedicated to the Mercy Sleep. State-sponsored and broadcast twenty-four hours a day, the message was hammered home about doing the right thing for your loved ones.

      A woman with piercing blue eyes went through the Mercy Sleep’s many benefits for those ‘struggling with life.’ And then, to rubber-stamp the official seal of approval, the Minister for Health appeared and told his personal story. He was a handsome man with a warm smile and sophisticated grey hair, and it was impossible for Elizabeth to take her gaze from him, no matter how much she wanted to.

      He held up a photograph of an older lady who shared the same dark good looks.

      ‘This is my mother, Jean. This is how I think of her, looking like this; being happy, with that loving smile. I took this photo before she fell so cruelly ill to something which left her body untouched but destroyed her brilliant, curious mind.’ He gathered his thoughts.

      ‘I chose not to remember that woman because she wasn’t my mother. She wasn’t the person who raised and loved four children, who adored her husband for thirty-three years.’

      He stared at the photograph, and Elizabeth watched the tears forming in the corners of his eyes. There was steel in his voice when he spoke again. ‘I wish I’d decided I could’ve ended her pain sooner.’ Elizabeth’s hand wavered over the remote control, unable to switch the broadcast off even though she was screaming inside to get out of the room. ‘Don’t make the same mistake I did and do what you know is right for those you love the most.’

      She would have sworn he was talking to her, those tear-stained eyes burning straight into her heart. Only the noise coming from outside forced her to turn the TV off and return to Charles. He gazed out the window, whistling as if he was getting ready to go on a summer holiday. He didn’t look at her as he spoke.

      ‘Sometimes, it all comes back to me, and I remember who I was.’ A phantom hand grasped at her chest, squeezing hard against the last remaining bits of hope secreted there. He turned to face her, and that smile she’d always known, from their first meeting together when she’d fallen on top of him at a rock concert, was there again, beaming brighter than the light inside a thousand radiating stars. ‘And I know I’ve loved you forever.’

      Elizabeth broke down into a tsunami of tears when his grin dissipated, and he returned to staring out the window.

      Later, when he was asleep, snoring in the other room, she turned the card over in her hands and wondered if she had any mercy left inside her. Then she remembered his smile and those words.

      ‘An eternity of pain is worthwhile for those single fleeting moments of hope and joy.’ She tore the card in half and threw it into the bin. She went to sleep, knowing she had some control over their lives.

      Until everything changed, and they took that last tiny piece away from her.
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      ‘Turn on the news,’ Julie stumbled through the front door as if she’d run a marathon. Charles sat in the corner, eyes glazed over, mind wandering into some twilight land of confusion and despair. Elizabeth turned on the TV before sitting next to her husband. She gripped his hand and hoped he wouldn’t flinch. But, instead, for one fleeting moment, he smiled at her in recognition before the memories vanished.

      ‘Who are you?’

      Elizabeth refused to look dismayed at his question and continued to hold his fingers. Tears formed in his eyes, his voice wavering as he looked between her and Julie, who was busy trying to find what she wanted on the TV.

      ‘Everything’s okay, Charles.’

      ‘Who are you? What have you done with my wife? Where’s Elizabeth?’

      Elizabeth reached behind her, settling upon the only thing which could calm his distressed state: the watercolour painting of the garden where they’d been married all those years ago, the art he’d created and given to her on their twenty-fifth wedding anniversary.

      Julie found her channel but muted the sound as Elizabeth held the frame up to him, ensuring he recognised it before handing it over. The joy reappeared in his face as he stared at the image of red, white and yellow tulips, forming a guard of honour around a crystal pond.

      ‘We got married in that garden.’ It came from somewhere deep in his memory. He ran his fingers across the thin sheen of dust on the glass, brushing away the haze obscuring his past life. She didn’t want him to see her cry; raw emotions could sometimes aggravate his condition.

      The sound of the TV coming alive shook her into reality.

      ‘I’m sorry,’ Julie stammered, ‘but you have to watch this.’

      Elizabeth recognised the red and black logo of the PHA. Public Health Announcements were more frequent now. She held Charles’s hand as he continued to stare at the frame.

      The presenter betrayed no emotion as she spoke.

      ‘The following changes are effective immediately throughout the general population. WELLBORN is compulsory nationwide. This is a list of facilities that will carry out the procedure.’

      Elizabeth watched the names of the sterilisation centres and abortion clinics swim over the screen. Her stomach churned at the thought of all those who would have to endure this, all those deemed by the State to be mentally or physically unable to be mothers or fathers. She hated what the country had become, but she didn’t see how this would affect her and Charles.

      ‘That is terrible, Julie, but….’

      ‘Wait.’ Elizabeth saw the fear in her eyes.

      ‘The Mercy Sleep is compulsory across the nation. This is a list of facilities that will carry out the procedure.’

      Everything around Elizabeth slipped into slow motion as she dropped the glass. Julie raised her hands to her mouth in a crawl while Charles caressed the frame containing his past. The water hit the ground with a thud as the broadcast finished, and the screen changed to an ancient cartoon of a frustrated cat trying to kill a tiny mouse. Elizabeth’s legs gave way, and the last thing she remembered was her body shivering on the carpet in perfect symmetry with the rolling glass next to her.
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      Elizabeth woke up on her bed and panicked, wondering where Charles was, attempting to stand but prevented by the walls vibrating around her. The tears flowed as she slumped back to the bed.

      Julie came into the room when she heard the noise.

      ‘Here, take these.’ She handed Elizabeth a glass of water and some painkillers. Elizabeth dropped them into her mouth before asking about her husband.

      ‘He’s in his room. I gave him two sleeping pills.’ Elizabeth was shocked at the information; you could only acquire those on the black market, and they weren’t cheap.

      ‘It doesn’t matter now, does it?’ Elizabeth remembered why she’d collapsed. She sat up again and twisted her neck to squeeze out the pain. ‘They won’t get away with it; people will protest.’ Somewhere hiding deep inside her soul, she’d found some last remnant of hope.

      ‘Like they did when they started rounding up immigrants and placing them into Work Resettlement Centres?’

      ‘But that was different.’ They were foreigners, not like us. The shame of that thought overwhelmed her, and the tears came again. Julie took the glass from her and placed an arm around her shoulders for comfort. Elizabeth regained some of her control and wiped her face. ‘As long as they don’t know Charles is here, we’ll be fine. I’ll keep him inside.’

      More hope emerging, this time born from desperation. If dementia hadn’t beaten her, she was damned sure the State wouldn’t either. Julie removed her arm from her friend’s shoulder and walked back to the bedroom door to close it.

      ‘I’m sorry, Elizabeth, it’s too late for that.’

      She stared at her friend and wondered why she was apologising. But then, the realisation hit her with a punch straight to the chest.

      ‘Because you took him to the doctor, and Charles is in the system now.’

      Silence engulfed them before the joint tears came as they sat and held each other well into the night. Next door, Charles slept peacefully for the last time.
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      Two weeks went by in isolation for them. She pushed the outside world away as much as she could, only leaving the house to collect their rations and empty the rubbish. She waited for the protests to start, but they never came, noticing how the homeless had disappeared from the streets as she trudged for their meagre allowances. There were no official statements, but she overheard the rumours while standing in the food queues. Some rough sleepers were moved to new shared accommodation buildings built on the city’s outskirts. There was also talk about the support people were giving for the WELLBORN and Mercy Sleep policies.

      ‘It’s better for everybody,’ the whispers would say.

      Elizabeth and Charles survived until the knock on their door: she understood what it was, knew who it would be. She let them bang again, louder this time and more assertive, watching Charles as he stared at a giant black spider crawling across the carpet. She stopped him before he could scoop up those eight legs and plop the unfortunate arachnid into his mouth. She deposited it on the window ledge as she looked outside to see who was there.

      The banging returned.

      ‘Open up. This is the State Patrol.’

      She couldn’t see them, but a large green bus was parked on the road with all its windows painted over. Elizabeth saw only part of the registration plate, which said T4. Before she could respond, Charles walked over and opened the door.

      ‘Are you Elizabeth and Charles Marx?’ He was dressed in military uniform with a pistol strapped to his waist. Behind him stood two others with rifles over their shoulders. Elizabeth peered past them and saw the neighbours staring through gaps in doors and windows at the unfolding events. He handed her a piece of paper, an official State stamp at the top of it, the words “Mercy Sleep” running through it as a watermark. She looked at it, but the letters on the page were jumbled like drunken insects rolling around on an ephemeral white carpet.

      ‘What?’

      ‘We’re here to collect Charles Marx. We need your signature. This explains everything.’ He handed her a data memory stick.

      ‘I don’t have a computer.’ Her voice was calm, the opposite of her heart, which beat hard against her ribs. There was nothing behind his eyes as he stared at her. He placed his arm on her shoulder, and for one second, she thought he’d offer sympathy or condolences, but he pushed her to the side and marched into the house, fixing his gaze on Charles. He gazed at something on his communicator before staring at the scared looking man in the corner.

      ‘Take him away,’ he commanded the other two. They came in together, restraints hanging from both sets of hands. Elizabeth wanted to scream, shout, and beat them mercilessly with her fists. But, instead, she spoke as calmly as she’d ever done in her life.

      ‘Take me with you.’

      Charles whimpered as they placed the handcuffs on him.

      ‘We’re only here for him.’ He had a voice sculpted from frost. He walked outside, his people following him, dragging a distraught and terrified Charles with them.

      That was when Elizabeth realised she didn’t care this cruel illness had taken her husband away from her; she only wanted to be with him always.

      She strode after the leader and placed her hand on his arm.

      ‘Take me with you; with him.’

      ‘We can’t….’

      ‘I have what he has, the same disease.’ Elizabeth was gambling they wouldn’t know it wasn’t a disease, and it wasn’t transferable.

      ‘It’ll save us returning to this craphole.’ The female soldier with the red hair peeking out from underneath her cap spoke. The other one, the leader, narrowed his gaze and peered deep into Elizabeth.

      ‘We have no medical record of your deficiency. We have no orders relating to you.’ He turned his back on her as the others bundled Charles into the bus. Elizabeth ran outside, glimpsing frightened eyes lurking in the shadows of the vehicle. They threw Charles to the floor and shut the door behind him. All she saw was the fear in his face as she collapsed and the dirty green bus pulled away.
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      ‘Come on, Liz, let’s get you inside.’ She didn’t know how long she’d been there, but the sky was darker as Julie helped her from the ground. None of the other neighbours offered any help, scattering to the safety of their homes.

      ‘I failed him.’

      ‘I’ll make a cup of tea.’

      Elizabeth knew there was none left; they’d used all the rations days ago. ‘Take me back to that doctor.’

      Julie stopped in the doorway. ‘Why?’

      There was only one thing that would ease her suffering, which would allow her to be with Charles forever. She stood and searched for all the money and valuables they had. Then she explained to Julie what would happen.

      Elizabeth’s last hope was they’d come for her quickly, and Charles would still be alive when they took her into the arms of the Mercy Sleep.
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      I was the only witness to my murder.

      The aroma of fried onions in the morning was Heaven to me, but the blood congealing under my nose was all I could smell. I craned my neck to peer at the stack of old science-fiction magazines from the 1950s, cursing my luck: it had to be the thickest copy of Amazing Stories that had fallen from the shelf and whacked me in the face. Now, it lay at my feet, the tattered cover displaying strange aliens building a spaceship. I picked it up and put it in the pile, glancing around the room and knowing I had a lot of work to do before my visitor arrived.

      Living in an untidy house never bothered me. Empty beer cans and stale pizza boxes were my regular companions; a colony of spiders enjoyed themselves in the webbed corners of the ceiling, and I rarely cleared the dust from the furniture.

      But Thea was coming to visit, and I couldn’t let her see me like this.

      Not with what I had to tell her.

      I stared at the filth, knowing that my cleaning priorities lay elsewhere. I bent my knees to look under the table, removing the shoe containing a human foot. The blood had dried on the dead flesh, and it reminded me of the bloodied axe festering in the sink next to the unwashed pots.

      The smile warmed my cheeks as I placed the shoe, and the foot, on the coffee table. Perhaps Thea would laugh when she saw it. She’d been voted Miss Sunny Bunny at the Northern District Rumble when she was seventeen. Five years later, she was killing people for money. I first met her at the racetrack, the sunlight glittering off her bracelet as she strode past me. Later on, I’d get a closer look at that chain when her fist smashed me in the head. A single silver rabbit was hanging from it, and it nearly took my eye out.

      But that was only a misunderstanding.

      I looked behind the sofa, discovering a dismembered hand giving me the middle finger. I grabbed it and placed it next to the foot, wondering where the other body parts were as I thought of Thea. She was a woman who owned lavender love seats, bookends of dogs having sex, and who named her first child Chastity. I was hoping one day to meet the kid.

      My reflection peered at me from the mirror above the fireplace. I was wearing a dead man’s jacket. It smelt of cheap cigars, and the sleeves were too short. The shirt was from a charity shop, dark blue with food stains on the front. My legs looked like drainpipes because of the tight jeans. My shoes were half a size too big, so I had to wear two pairs of thick socks with them. I was unshaven for four days, with uncombed hair for another three. Contact lenses had replaced glasses a year ago, but my teeth were my own.

      Staring at my face reminded me of what was in the fridge. I went to the kitchen, opened the refrigerator and gazed at the decapitated head. The screwdriver was still sticking out of the ear, with dead flies frozen on the eyes. I reached past it for the cheddar cheese. Murder increases the appetite.

      I made a sandwich and took a beer, sitting on the sofa, wondering how I’d dispose of the body parts when the doorbell rang. I put the food and the bottle next to the foot and went to the door. When I opened it, Thea was grinning at me.

      I swallowed a thick piece of cheese. ‘You’re early.’

      She blew a copious pink bubble gum at me until it popped, and she sucked it back into her mouth. The air smelt of strawberries as she nodded her head to the music only she could hear.

      ‘Wipe your eyebulbs, Corndog, and let me in.’

      A river of lava swept through my veins. ‘You know I hate that name, Thea.’

      ‘Okay, okay, Cornelius.’ She tried to glance over my shoulder, but I blocked her view of the body parts behind me. ‘Have you got the chicken spots again, or has the old die-a-rear reappeared?’

      I sighed. ‘The chickenpox was last year, and the diarrhoea only occurs if I eat spicy food.’

      She frowned at me. ‘So why aren’t you letting me in? Your message said to get here for a party, and you know it takes two to tangle.’

      The chill wind of the night nipped at my ear as I stood aside, and she barged past me.

      ‘Don’t go into the kitchen.’ I couldn’t have her seeing the decapitated head before I explained things to her.

      She went to the sofa, plopping on it and staring at the foot and hand on the coffee table.

      ‘You didn’t mention you’re sculpting again, Corndog. I thought you’d nipped your artistic endeavours in the butt.’

      I sat in the chair opposite her. ‘I’ve got something important to tell you, Thea.’

      She wriggled the gum in her mouth and touched the side of her head.

      ‘Don’t tell me; my sick sense is kicking in.’ She gazed at the body parts. ‘After your sacking from that soul popper TV show, you’ve expanded your creative talents into more experimental areas.’ She pointed at the hand and foot. ‘Unless that’s another of my optical delusions.’

      My brain hurt so much I wanted to join that head in the fridge.

      ‘First, Scattered Bodies wasn’t a soap opera, and I didn’t get sacked – I quit. Secondly – I thought you were on medication for your phantasms?’

      Thea removed the gum from her mouth, rolled it between her fingers, and stuck it to the arm of the sofa.

      ‘I stopped going to the doctors after they got my friend JJ locked up.’

      ‘What happened?’

      She slipped a new piece of gum between her lips.

      ‘We were in the same clinic; me for the hallucinations and him for his sex addiction.’

      ‘That’s because you thought you’d seen a monster?’

      Thea nodded. ‘The specialists said the monsters were just pigments of my imagination, but I didn’t believe them. And JJ, well, he had an unripe banana for lunch, so spat it out and drop-kicked it, causing a suspicious white mess on his shoe. The doctors said he’d been interfering with fruit, and after JJ tried to explain it, all the other inmates used “drop-kick a banana” as a youthamism for anything sexual involving both a penis and a foot. I was glad to get away from the place after that, so your message was perfect timing.’ She glanced at the body parts again. ‘Though I guess you still have close-a-phobia.’

      I shook my head. ‘No. The hypnosis cured the claustrophobia. But it cost me a lot of money, so I needed to earn something quickly. Which is why I applied to this.’ I grabbed the paper from the floor and handed it to her. ‘That’s when my problems worsened.’

      Thea blew out a strawberry bubble and looked at the tabloid.

      ‘Is it the advert you’ve circled?’

      ‘Yes. They wanted medical volunteers with no questions asked. And it was all legal.’

      She read from the ad. ‘The Vanguard Corporation. The future of humanity.’ She killed the bubble and chewed on it. ‘What did they want from you?’

      ‘Blood samples and DNA. It was quick, painless, and I earned enough to pay the rent for the rest of the year and still have plenty for food and bills.’

      Thea swallowed the gum. ‘So what are the problems, and what’s it got to do with the body parts on the coffee table?’

      Before I could reply, somebody hammered on the door.

      ‘Shit,’ she said. ‘The docs have been eardropping on us, but I’m not going back with them.’

      Thea ran to the door before I could stop her, her face full of defiance as she pulled it open. Then she froze as she saw who was there. She flicked her head between the visitor and me, stepping back before she spoke.

      ‘I’m the pineapple of politeness, but this is fecking jar dropping.’

      The man strode past her and stared at the coffee table.

      Then, he pointed at the foot and the hand. ‘Did you do this?’

      ‘I had no choice,’ I said.

      He seethed at me as Thea moved between us.

      ‘Well, this is a distressing mixmash.’ She glanced at me. ‘You didn’t tell me you had an identical twin, Cornelius.’

      I grabbed her arm and dragged her towards me.

      ‘He’s not my brother. This is what those Vanguard people did with my blood and DNA.’

      ‘Clones,’ she said. ‘They cloned you?’

      My doppelgänger glared at me as I pulled her further away from him.

      ‘It appears so – and they keep coming here to murder me.’

      She whistled through the strawberry gum. ‘How many have you chopped up?’

      ‘Four.’

      Thea shook her head. ‘What a soaping mess. I guess killing them was the lesser of two equals.’

      ‘You’re lying,’ my clone said. ‘I’m the real Cornelius Klaw, and you’re the clone.’

      I laughed even though I wasn’t happy.

      ‘All the others said that as well. How many are there of you?’

      He reached into his pocket and removed a gun.

      Fuck!

      None of the others had done that.

      ‘I have to kill you now,’ he said. ‘They told me you’ve stolen my life. So I have to get rid of you.’

      Thea wriggled from my grasp and stepped forward.

      ‘You don’t have to do that, mate.’ She inched between the clone and me. ‘This Vanguard Corporation is using you as an escape goat. Whatever they told you is just garbledygook. They’re afraid of you and Cornelius. Can’t you see that?’

      The gun trembled in the clone’s fingers. ‘Afraid? Why?’

      Thea moved closer to him, next to the coffee table.

      ‘Isn’t it obvious?’ She picked up the severed hand. ‘The strings and arrows of modern life have forced these Vanguard people to mess around with human DNA.’ She glanced at me. ‘Somehow, they’ve grown new humans fully formed into walking, talking, and stalking adults.’ She slapped the dead limb into her palm. ‘Now, I’m not coal-hearted, so I can understand how hard this is for you, but surely you must know they’re just using you?’

      He stared at her, appearing as if Thea’s words might have affected him.

      Then I saw him raise his arm and reach for the trigger.

      Thea clobbered him in the side of the head with the severed hand of his clone brother. He dropped the gun and fell onto the sofa. She hit him again for good measure as I bent to get the pistol. It was cold in my grasp as I peered at her.

      ‘That was unexpected.’

      She grinned at me. ‘Don’t look so dough-eyed, Cornelius.’

      I watched the blood slip over my clone’s head.

      ‘I’m not a loaf of bread, Thea.’

      She swung the severed limb as if it was a baton, and she was conducting an orchestra.

      ‘The four other clones you killed – did you dismember them?’

      I sat on the sofa next to my slumbering doppelgänger.

      ‘I didn’t know what else to do with them.’

      She took the seat opposite me. ‘What did you do with the bits? They can’t all be here, or the place would stink.’

      The severed clone hand rested on her leg and gave me the finger.

      ‘I’ve been dumping them into the river.’

      Thea laughed. ‘Somebody will get a delightful surprise when they find them.’ She reached over and grabbed the chewing gum from the arm of the sofa, sticking it onto the middle finger of the dead hand. ‘The hands will have your fingerprints; you know that?’

      ‘Shit. I hadn’t thought about it.’

      ‘Do the coppers have your prints on file?’

      I nodded. ‘Yeah.’ I put my head in my hands and groaned.

      ‘Do you have a mindgrain?’ Thea said.

      The laugher slipped out of me as I looked at her. ‘No, I’m fine. What about you?’

      She grinned at me. ‘I haven’t felt this good in weeks. Just before I escaped from the docs, I was really ill. My life was going to hell in a handbag, and I think they were experimenting on me when I was asleep. I’d wake up in the middle of the night with my bones on fire and sweat dripping off me. All my vim and vinegar had vanished, so all I could do was lay down and curl up into the feeble position. But I’ve been better since I left that horrible place. You could give me any physical test now, and I’d pass with flying collars.’

      The clone moaned next to me.

      ‘I’m up shit creek,’ I said.

      ‘Will you chop him up as well?’

      I took a deep breath. ‘I don’t know what to do if they keep sending these clones after me.’

      She used the severed hand to scratch her chin. ‘What if they’re not doing that?’

      ‘What do you mean?’

      ‘Well, perhaps they’re escaped clones, or they’ve come from somewhere else than the Vanguard Corporation.’

      The doppelgänger twitched next to me.

      ‘But he said they’d told him I’d stolen his life.’

      ‘Yes. But that could be anybody, couldn’t it? I mean, the doctors who had me weren’t following the Hippopotamus Oath.’

      I considered her words. ‘Okay. So what do we do now?’

      She put the severed hand with the foot.

      ‘Tie him up, and then we’ll ask him some questions when he wakes. You do that while I get something to eat. Do you have any cold slaw?’

      I shook my head and laughed. ‘Sorry, no. There’s plenty of tomatoes and cheddar if you want a sandwich.’

      Thea grimaced at me. ‘No cheese for me, thanks – I’m lack toast and tolerant.’

      I was still grinning as she went to the kitchen, having forgotten what she’d find in the fridge. I got the wire from the drawer and tied my clone’s hands together as she returned with the decapitated head on a plate.

      ‘If I move his mouth, Cornelius, you can lip-sing with him. You could be the new internet sensation, especially if we get a few more of your clones to play musical instruments.’ She put the plate and head on the sofa before taking a bite from an apple. ‘Maybe whoever’s done this could make female versions of you. That would be interesting.’

      I ignored the dead eyes gazing at me and tied my clone’s feet together.

      ‘Interesting in what way?’

      Thea sat next to the decapitated head. The severed foot was at her feet and the dismembered hand in her lap.

      ‘Well, then you could have sex with yourself. So don’t tell me you haven’t thought about it.’

      ‘It’s never crossed my mind. I’ve been far too busy trying to fight off murderous duplicates of myself. Not to mention the worry of disposing of the bodies without getting caught.’

      She placed a piece of apple on top of the head.

      ‘Let’s think about this, Cornelius. The Vanguard Corporation must have vast resources to have done this – created adult human clones that appear to have the functioning memories of the original DNA donor. That is quite remarkable.’

      ‘But we don’t know if the clones have my memories.’

      ‘I guess we’re about to find out,’ Thea said.

      The doppelgänger sprang awake, constrained on the sofa. I moved from him in case he lashed out. He struggled against his restraints, but I knew, from experience, he wouldn’t be strong enough to break them.

      Unless whoever had created the clone had given him superstrength.

      ‘Let me go,’ he said.

      I’d never had a chance for conversation with the other four clones: I let the first one in by accident, and he attacked me while I stood gobsmacked in the doorway. The second and third got in through a window or broke the lock on the back door. Then, the fourth jumped me as I disposed of the third in the river.

      That’s when I messaged Thea – she’d had far more experience with weird stuff than me.

      And murder.

      ‘Tell us about who sent you here,’ Thea said.

      The clone scowled at her. ‘No.’

      She laughed. ‘I know he looks like you, Cornelius, but he doesn’t have your snappy chatter patter, does he. Were the others like this?’

      ‘They never gave me many opportunities for small talk.’

      My doppelgänger glared at me. ‘What others?’

      It was like looking into a cracked mirror, staring at the lines on his face as he snarled at me. Did I look that bad when I was angry?

      But then I never got angry.

      I answered the question. ‘There were four more before you who tried to kill me.’ I nodded at the head opposite us. Thea was stroking its hair. ‘You and they are clones of me.’

      His anger turned into confusion and then fear. ‘That can’t be right.’

      ‘What memories do you have?’ Thea said.

      The clone peered at her. ‘I know you – you’re Thea Pendragon.’ He narrowed his eyes, and I knew he was stretching his mind to a breaking point because I was doing the same. ‘But I can’t remember anything else about you.’

      She shook her head. ‘See, normal people never ever forget me. So tell me what you recall from the last time you woke up – and don’t get boggled down with thinking you’re a real boy because you’re not.’

      He stopped straining against the wire and slumped in the sofa, his gaze going from her to me.

      ‘I was naked, stuck in the middle of a clear block of something. It chilled my flesh, but it wasn’t ice.’ He shivered as he spoke. ‘My head, arms and legs were free, but I couldn’t get out. There were others around me, men and women, cased in similar blocks. I wanted to speak, but my mouth wouldn’t move.’

      ‘Did any of these people look like me?’ I said.

      A single tear slipped down his cheek. ‘No, not that I could see.’

      ‘What happened then?’ Thea said.

      ‘I blacked out. When I woke again, I was somewhere else, free and dressed. A woman said someone had stolen my identity, and I had to kill them to get it back. Then she gave me this address.’

      Thea snorted at him. ‘And you just believed what she told you?’

      ‘She was wearing glasses and a white uniform. And her voice was velvet honey.’

      ‘Well, that’s hardly floorless logic,’ Thea said. Then she peered at me. ‘I guess the clones didn’t get your brains, Corndog.’

      I looked at her, then at him. ‘Why are they doing this?’

      Thea jumped from the sofa. ‘There’s only one way to find out.’ She moved towards the clone. ‘Do you want to come with us to question the people who did this to you?’

      ‘Why not?’ he said.

      I slipped the pistol into my pocket. ‘But I keep the gun.’

      She removed a knife from her trousers and cut his bonds.

      ‘You guys – you’re two peas in a pub.’

      I went into the kitchen for a large plastic bag, then I dumped the body parts, including the head, into it.

      ‘I’ll get rid of these on the way.’

      The doppelgänger scowled at me. ‘How do you know you’re not the clone and I’m the real Cornelius Klaw?’

      ‘Lift your shirt,’ I said to him.

      He did without argument, displaying his perfect skin and abs. He grinned at me, and it was unnerving seeing my face like that.

      ‘Are you jealous because I’m the real Cornelius?’

      ‘No.’ I lifted my shirt to show him the scars.

      ‘What?’ The clone let go of his shirt. ‘What happened?’

      Thea punched me in the arm. ‘Stop showing off, mate.’ Then she turned to the clone. ‘I guess there’s no love loss between you two, but those marks prove he’s the original Cornelius Klaw. I was there when he got them, so I should know.’

      My twin gazed at me. ‘Tell me how you got those scars?’

      Thea spoke before I could reply. ‘There was a bomb in a shopping centre. Cornelius dragged a kid away from it just before it exploded. There’s still bits of shrapnel inside him.’

      The clone’s face darkened, his lips trembling as he peered at me.

      ‘You don’t remember any of that?’ I said.

      He shook his head. ‘No.’ His sadness consumed us both. ‘I’m not a real person, after all.’

      Thea slapped him on the back. ‘Look at us, the gruesome three, ready to never give up the goat.’

      ‘Do you know where you woke up?’ I asked him.

      He flexed his fingers and glared at me. ‘Sure. It’s a twenty-minute walk from here, one of those skyscrapers in the city’s heart.’

      Thea clapped her hands. ‘Great – I love tall buildings. The last time I was on top of a skyscratcher, it was to throw somebody off it.’

      The clone and I glanced at each other. I assumed he thought she was joking, but I knew she wasn’t. She pushed him out of the door. I followed them and locked up.

      ‘Show us the way,’ I said to him.

      ‘What will we do when we get there?’ he said.

      It was a good question. I looked at Thea. ‘You’re the brains of the outfit.’

      She grinned at me. ‘That’s right, Corndog – even though you’ve got two of them now.’

      We marched towards the city’s centre, away from the poorest parts and heading for big business central and the millionaire mansions.

      I spoke to Thea. ‘How did you end up in that facility? The last time I saw you, you were writing lyrics in an all-girl band.’

      Thea shook a finger at me. ‘I’m too old to be a girl, birdbrain. But you’re right – I went off to sew some wild oaks in the music industry. It didn’t pan out.’ She nodded at the clone striding ahead of us. ‘Don’t get your nipples in a twist over him. I think he’s going to be a big help.’

      ‘Okay,’ I said. ‘But what will we do when we get to this place?’

      She shrugged. ‘It’s simple – we’ll do Budapest all over again.’

      I grabbed her arm as a motorbike drove by pulling a coffin. Some street kids on skateboards followed behind it, Chic’s Good Times blaring out of speakers strapped to their backs.

      ‘There was six of us then, Thea. And we had weapons.’

      ‘You’ve got his gun.’ She showed me her knife. ‘And I’ve got this.’

      ‘But we don’t know what we’re getting into.’

      She grinned at me. ‘Don’t worry – I’ve got a foolproof plan.’

      The sight of a man on the other side of the road distracted me as he walked a small kangaroo on a leash. He stepped around the corner as I caught my breath.

      ‘Did you see that?’ I said.

      ‘It’s the tall building ahead of us,’ my clone said.

      I wobbled the kangaroo from my brain and stared at the skyscraper.

      ‘Is that the headquarters of the Vanguard Corporation?’ Thea said.

      I shook my head. ‘No. That’s on the other side of the city. I don’t know what that place is.’

      Thea gazed at it. ‘Okay. Let’s see what’s around the back.’

      She led the three of us across the road and down an alley. It stank of the sewer, and rats scattered everywhere as we walked through it. Thea stopped halfway down in front of a loading bay door. She removed a thin wire from her jacket and picked the lock.

      I pulled the gun from my pocket and spoke to her.

      ‘Before we go in, Thea, tell me what you want?’

      She grinned at me. ‘Everything.’

      Then she stepped inside, seemingly without a care in the world. I stared at my clone, wondering if he still had thoughts of murder and replacing me. But he went after Thea, and I followed him. I strode into a large space, peering at the fluorescent lights around us.

      I was clutching the bag of body parts, so I dropped it next to a wall. That’s when I saw the piles of boxes. Thea took her knife and went to one. She slit the top open, and the three of us peered at its contents: it was full of Beatles CDs.

      ‘Who listens to CDs nowadays?’ I said.

      ‘You’d be surprised.’

      The voice came from behind us. We turned to see the woman. Thea pointed her blade at her, and I had the gun in my hand.

      ‘I know you,’ the clone said.

      I put the pistol into my pocket. ‘So do I. You’re the one who took my details at the Vanguard Corporation.’

      She wore a white lab uniform, her long dark hair resting on her shoulders. She pushed the glasses up on her nose.

      ‘My name is Dr Petra Cortez.’ She removed a CD from the box. ‘My parents love The Beatles.’ Her eyes narrowed as she dropped the disk back with the others. ‘We manufacture CDs here, but it’s all a front – the real work is done deep below us, hidden underground.’

      Thea went to her. ‘Are you a medical doctor?’

      Cortez nodded. ‘Yes, sort of.’

      ‘Great.’ Thea grinned. ‘Can you get me some Xanax? I can’t sleep the last year due to post-dramatic stress disorder.’

      I spoke before the doc could reply. ‘What’s the Vanguard Corporation doing here?’

      ‘Come,’ she said. ‘I’ll show you.’

      We followed her out of a door and into a lift. My clone was stony-faced and silent as Thea whispered to me.

      ‘Do you trust her?’

      ‘No. So keep a close eye on her and the duplicate. At the first sign of trouble, we leave.’

      After two minutes, the lift stopped, and we stepped out.

      ‘Because of the nature of this operation, there are no cameras in here. Those in charge don’t want any physical record of what goes on.’

      We were standing on a balcony overlooking a vast room. I struggled for words at what I saw, exactly as the clone had described it earlier – dozens and dozens of bodies encased in transparent cubes, the torsos inside as the arms, legs and heads stuck out.

      ‘I have a collection of cubes,’ Thea said. ‘Pits and pieces of Rubiks that stimulate my brain. That’s what this reminds me of – apart from the people stuck in them.’

      ‘Not people,’ Cortez said. ‘Clones.’ She glanced at my doppelgänger before turning to me. ‘It’s a complex scientific process to get this far, but I can explain it to you.’

      I shook my head. ‘I don’t care how you do it, even if you’ve used my DNA as part of it. I need to know why?’

      ‘Isn’t it obvious?’ Cortez said.

      ‘Let’s cut to the cheese,’ Thea said. ‘Your bosses want bodies to use for slave labour, sex slaves and anything else that will make them money.’

      Cortez didn’t reply.

      ‘Is this true?’ I said.

      ‘To my eternal shame, yes,’ Cortez said. ‘It wasn’t like this when they recruited me. They sold me a tale of improving people’s lives, but it was all lies. Which is why I got you involved, Mr Klaw.’

      I glanced at the bodies below us, wondering how many more of my clones were out there. ‘Why me?’

      She stepped away from the rail. ‘I know your history, Cornelius; of your time as an intelligence officer in the military, of your experience with Special Forces.’ She removed a USB drive from her pocket. ‘You were my only hope to get this out and expose this horror to the world.’

      I took it from her. ‘Why haven’t you done it?’

      Cortez glanced at the victims below us. ‘When you join the Vanguard Corporation, they pay close attention to all your family and friends. So I couldn’t put them at risk.’

      ‘But you were okay sending those clones to murder me?’

      She touched her cheek. ‘What? I didn’t do that. I sent them to get a message to you. But, unfortunately, the clones are unstable, so I thought it might take a few attempts.’

      My clone spoke his first words since we’d entered the building.

      ‘That’s a lie. You told me to kill him.’

      Cortez shook her head. ‘No, that’s not true.’ She touched his arm. ‘Like all the clones, you have limited memories and thinking capacity.’

      ‘They’re nothing more than drones,’ Thea said. ‘Clone drones.’

      ‘Yes,’ Cortez said. ‘With time, there should be an improvement in their brain development and the capability to retain knowledge and improve their critical thinking. However, creating a new human so they go from a baby to an adult overnight presents several problems I’ve yet to solve.’ She glanced at the cubed clones again. ‘Alas, once Mr Klaw exposes this to the world, I doubt I’ll get much chance to continue my work.’

      The clone stumbled against the wall. ‘Who gave me the gun to kill him?’

      Cortez shrugged. ‘I don’t know. That was nothing to do with me – I need Mr Klaw alive to end all this.’

      While I thought about her words, Thea dragged me to the rail and pointed at the benches below us.

      ‘Look at all those containers, Corndog. Can you see what’s in them?’

      I strained my eyes, astonished at what I saw. ‘TATP.’ I turned to Cortez. ‘Why do you have the world’s most dangerous explosive stacked in here?’

      ‘We use tricyclic acetone peroxide to stabilise the clones in their cubes.’

      Thea grinned. ‘Well, well – all we have to do is our old bowl in the china shop routine, and this dump will be defunked before anybody can say open scissor me.’

      Cortez sidled up to me. ‘Why does she talk like that, mixing up her words?’

      ‘The doctor dropped Thea on her head at birth.’ I smiled at my friend, who was whispering to the clone. ‘But she knows what she’s talking about. And she’s the smartest person I’ve ever met.’

      And the most ruthless.

      Then my duplicate put a hand to the wall and slid down it. His face was pale, and his eyes blood red as he spoke through trembling lips.

      ‘I remember now.’ He stared at me, my unnatural reflection. ‘I was outside our house – your house – and a woman gave me the gun. Then she told me I had to kill you if I wanted to live.’

      ‘What did she look like?’ I said.

      He tried to reply, but no words came out of his mouth. Then he died.

      ‘The clones don’t last long enough to satisfy those that Vanguard has lined up to buy them in the millions,’ Cortez said.

      My blood boiled as I spoke to her. ‘This is all they care about, creating life to sell it into slavery?’

      She took a deep breath. ‘Disposable humans are cheaper and better to use than machines. They last longer and can do tasks robots can’t. Plus, Vanguard has several other financial possibilities for their use.’

      ‘Such as?’ I said.

      ‘Body parts for transplants; medical experiments; food and fertiliser.’

      I clutched at my chest, staring at the dead version of me at my feet. I’d killed four clones before today, but I’d had little choice in that. Now, as I stared at the bodies encased in those cubes below, I wanted to do more than expose what was happening here. Thea was right – we needed to blow the whole place up.

      That thought consumed me as somebody stuck a gun in my face.

      The guards took my gun and Thea’s knife before leading us downstairs, pushing the three of us into chairs opposite the clones. Nobody said a word as I stared at the nearest clone. Its eyes flickered at me, looking like a trapped goldfish in a bowl. Two armed men stood over us as Thea spoke to them.

      ‘My never regions are tingling, boys – can one of you escort me to the bogs?’ They ignored her, so she turned to me. ‘It looks like our chickens have come home to roast, Corndog. So it’s goodnight Vienna all over again.’

      The tallest of the guards pointed his gun at her. ‘Shut up.’

      We waited two minutes before a tall, thin, bald man entered the room, striding towards us looking like a human pencil. He wore a shiny suit, and around his neck, I saw an invisible sign that read I’M IN FUCKING CHARGE. Dark clouds hovered above his head as he spoke to Cortez.

      ‘You disappoint me, Petra. Not only have you thrown away your career, but you’ve also got all your loved ones killed.’

      Tears dripped down her face. ‘Please, Michael, don’t do this.’

      He touched her cheek, and it sent a shiver down my spine.

      ‘You’ve left me no choice, Petra. The future of humanity is in this room, and you’ve endangered it for petty moral reasons.’ He resembled a vampire as he grinned. ‘I might spare some of your family if you promise to continue your work for me with no more betrayal.’

      Thea laughed like a drunken hyena.

      ‘Micky, mate, as a great man once said – there’s no future for you.’

      He moved close to her. ‘We will harvest all of your organs while you’re awake, but before that, my men will torture you until you give us the names of your family and friends. Then I’ll have them brought here to use as spare parts in our experiments. How do you like that future?’

      She ran her tongue over the top of her lip.

      ‘When I was younger, I went to the hospital so many times the other kids called me Lazarus. I won’t bore you with all the details of my ailments, but the worst were the problems I had with my teeth. They were so bad and causing my parents too much money, so they got the docs to remove them all in one fowl swoop.’

      Thea opened her mouth wide, and I knew what was coming.

      Goodnight Vienna.

      She bit down on her front tooth, releasing the deadly venom we were both immune to. Then she spat it into his face, where it burnt his cheeks and melted his eyes. He screamed as he raised his fingers to the damage. It was too late for him but a great distraction for us. Thea leapt as I did. We hit the guards simultaneously, knocking the guns away and sending them across the floor. As I got my hands around the bloke’s neck, I saw Cortez out of her seat, grabbing the weapon closest to her. I strangled the guard beneath me as she shot the other one in the head. Blood and brains exploded from him as he fell off Thea. She stood and grinned.

      ‘I’m so attracted to both of you right now I wouldn’t know who to choose unless there was a vote in a bi-election.’

      I staggered to my feet, watching Michael squirm in agony.

      ‘We need to leave before more security arrives.’

      Thea took the other gun from the floor and loomed over the dying man.

      ‘He’s an empty shell now, nothing but a Holloween.’ She grinned at me. ‘It’s time to turn the heat up, partner.’

      The three of us hurried up the steps to the balcony. Then Thea and I aimed at the containers of tricyclic acetone peroxide. We emptied the guns into them and fled the place. We were in the alley as the full extent of the explosions ripped through the building. I returned the USB drive to Cortez.

      ‘It’s your job to tell the world about this now.’

      Thea patted Cortez’s arm. ‘Don’t be squirmish about it but keep our names out of it.’

      Cortez nodded as we separated from her. Fire, smoke and blasts filled the air.

      ‘What now?’ I said to Thea.

      She dragged me from the destruction behind us.

      ‘As soon as we stepped into that place, I knew from the gecko we’d be okay, but there are a couple of things I have to tell you.’

      My body ached as we headed back to my place.

      ‘Okay, Thea – fire away.’

      She rubbed at her jaw. ‘First, I need a replacement for the poison tooth.’ I grinned at her. ‘And second, I didn’t tell you the whole truth about my absconding from that medical facility.’

      I took a deep breath. ‘What did you do?’

      ‘I stole something from them – something important. And they’ll kill to get it back.’

      ‘What was it?’ I said as the rain came.

      Thea held out her hands to catch the drops.

      ‘I knew I should have brought my underbrella.’
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var gPosition = 0;
var gProgress = 0;
var gCurrentPage = 0;
var gPageCount = 0;
var gClientHeight = null;

const kMaxFont = 0;

function getPosition()
{
	return gPosition;
}

function getProgress()
{
	return gProgress;
}

function getPageCount()
{
	return gPageCount;
}

function getCurrentPage()
{
	return gCurrentPage;
}

/**
 * Setup the columns and calculate the total page count;
 */

function setupBookColumns()
{
	var body = document.getElementsByTagName('body')[0].style;
	body.marginLeft = 0;
	body.marginRight = 0;
	body.marginTop = 0;
	body.marginBottom = 0;
	
    var bc = document.getElementById('book-columns').style;
    bc.width = (window.innerWidth * 2) + 'px !important';
	bc.height = (window.innerHeight-kMaxFont) + 'px !important';
    bc.marginTop = '0px !important';
    bc.webkitColumnWidth = window.innerWidth + 'px !important';
    bc.webkitColumnGap = '0px';
	bc.overflow = 'visible';

	gCurrentPage = 1;
	gProgress = gPosition = 0;
	
	var bi = document.getElementById('book-inner').style;
	bi.marginLeft = '0px';
	bi.marginRight = '0px';
	bi.padding = '0';

	gPageCount = document.body.scrollWidth / window.innerWidth;

	// Adjust the page count to 1 in case the initial bool-columns.clientHeight is less than the height of the screen. We only do this once.2

	if (gClientHeight < (window.innerHeight-kMaxFont)) {
		gPageCount = 1;
	}
}

/**
 * Columnize the document and move to the first page. The position and progress are reset/initialized
 * to 0. This should be the initial pagination request when the document is initially shown.
 */

function paginate()
{	
	// Get the height of the page. We do this only once. In setupBookColumns we compare this
	// value to the height of the window and then decide wether to force the page count to one.
	
	if (gClientHeight == undefined) {
		gClientHeight = document.getElementById('book-columns').clientHeight;
	}
	
	setupBookColumns();
}

/**
 * Paginate the document again and maintain the current progress. This needs to be used when
 * the content view changes size. For example because of orientation changes. The page count
 * and current page are recalculated based on the current progress.
 */

function paginateAndMaintainProgress()
{
	var savedProgress = gProgress;
	setupBookColumns();
	goProgress(savedProgress);
}

/**
 * Update the progress based on the current page and page count. The progress is calculated
 * based on the top left position of the page. So the first page is 0% and the last page is
 * always below 1.0.
 */

function updateProgress()
{
	gProgress = (gCurrentPage - 1.0) / gPageCount;
}

/**
 * Move a page back if possible. The position, progress and page count are updated accordingly.
 */

function goBack()
{
	if (gCurrentPage > 1)
	{
		gCurrentPage--;
		gPosition -= window.innerWidth;
		window.scrollTo(gPosition, 0);
		updateProgress();
	}
}

/**
 * Move a page forward if possible. The position, progress and page count are updated accordingly.
 */

function goForward()
{
	if (gCurrentPage < gPageCount)
	{
		gCurrentPage++;
		gPosition += window.innerWidth;
		window.scrollTo(gPosition, 0);
		updateProgress();
	}
}

/**
 * Move directly to a page. Remember that there are no real page numbers in a reflowed
 * EPUB document. Use this only in the context of the current document.
 */

function goPage(pageNumber)
{
	if (pageNumber > 0 && pageNumber <= gPageCount)
	{
		gCurrentPage = pageNumber;
		gPosition = (gCurrentPage - 1) * window.innerWidth;
		window.scrollTo(gPosition, 0);
		updateProgress();
	}
}

/**
 * Go the the page with respect to progress. Assume everything has been setup.
 */

function goProgress(progress)
{
	progress += 0.0001;
	
	var progressPerPage = 1.0 / gPageCount;
	var newPage = 0;
	
	for (var page = 0; page < gPageCount; page++) {
		var low = page * progressPerPage;
		var high = low + progressPerPage;
		if (progress >= low && progress < high) {
			newPage = page;
			break;
		}
	}
		
	gCurrentPage = newPage + 1;
	gPosition = (gCurrentPage - 1) * window.innerWidth;
	window.scrollTo(gPosition, 0);
	updateProgress();		
}

//Set font family
function setFontFamily(newFont) {
	document.body.style.fontFamily = newFont + " !important";
	paginateAndMaintainProgress();
}

//Sets font size to a relative size
function setFontSize(toSize) {
	document.getElementById('book-inner').style.fontSize = toSize + "em !important";
	paginateAndMaintainProgress();
}

//Sets line height relative to font size
function setLineHeight(toHeight) {
	document.getElementById('book-inner').style.lineHeight = toHeight + "em !important";
	paginateAndMaintainProgress();
}

//Enables night reading mode
function enableNightReading() {
	document.body.style.backgroundColor = "#000000";
	var theDiv = document.getElementById('book-inner');
	theDiv.style.color = "#ffffff";
	
	var anchorTags;
	anchorTags = theDiv.getElementsByTagName('a');
	
	for (var i = 0; i < anchorTags.length; i++) {
		anchorTags[i].style.color = "#ffffff";
	}
}
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